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About the Book

George Harrison was always known as the ‘quiet Beatle’. As part of the biggest band in pop history, he took a back seat to Paul McCartney and John Lennon, but his talent shone through in the composition of classic songs such as ‘Something’ and ‘Here Comes The Sun’. In his solo career he occasionally threatened to eclipse both John and Paul on the world stage, and he joined forces with Bob Dylan, Tom Petty, Roy Orbison and Jeff Lynne to create the massively succsessful supergroup the Traveling Wilburys.

However, the success of his professional life was often met by turmoil in his private life, and the loss of first wife Patti to best friend Eric Clapton, the traumatic attempt on his life by a knife wielding intruder and his final struggle against cancer meant that George Harrison’s life was nothing if not dramatic.

Bestselling author Marc Shapiro has exclusively interviewed friends and former colleagues of the enigmatic guitar legend. This revealing biography reaffirms Harrison’s importance as an innovative and hugely talented musician and shows that, as a member of the most important band ever, as well as in his multi-faceted career after the Beatles, George Harrison was no ordinary man.


ALL THINGS
MUST PASS

The Life of George Harrison

Marc Shapiro
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INTRODUCTION: ALL THINGS MUST PASS

George Harrison might have been the happiest person on the planet. But you could not tell that by looking into his eyes.

Contemplative? Yes. Enlightened? Occasionally. Resigned? Certainly. But the twinkle of joy? The glint of happiness? In the case of George Harrison, it was never really ever there. Even during the heyday of the Beatles, when anything and everything seemed possible, there was something around the edges of Harrison’s seemingly set-in-stone wide-eyed bemused stare that said This is not real, and that he was not comfortable with living this fantasy life.

The smiles during the endless press conferences always seemed a bit too forced and a bit too false. During his time as part of the Beatles, the look on George’s face perhaps reflected the desire to slow down while his life was rushing past him at the speed of light. Did he ever look content? Yes. There were those moments, captured in the millions of photographs taken of him, when he was alone at his home or on the street, signing an autograph for an adoring fan, where the emotions of somebody who was enjoying life crept through. And once again, the tell-tale evidence was in the eyes.

George Harrison went through a lot since the days when his passion for music put him on the road to stardom and, late into 2001, the fates, karma and his own personal and professional choices combined to put sadness in those puppy-dog eyes. In the classic sense, George Harrison had arrived, well into his fifth decade, a bloodied but ultimately unbowed creation: a long-haired, pop icon-cum-Don Quixote who had tilted at one too many windmills and who had won, but, just as often, also lost.

As the subject of a celebrity biography, it all sounds too much like work, heavy on the melancholy and more than a bit downbeat. In All Things Must Pass: The Life of George Harrison, don’t look for the fairy-tale ending or an odyssey without a bump in the road. Because to cloak the life and times of George Harrison in anything but flawed and imperfect terms would be a gross miscarriage of history and of the truth. And, it would probably not have made George happy.

Because what makes George Harrison the endearing icon and the subject of just as much conjecture and speculation as blind fan praise, well beyond the expected curiosity attached to his Beatles years, are his emotional and human imperfections. Hardly a badge of honour but rather a badge of living, Harrison’s story is finally a tale of hard-fought, scarred redemption.

In Harrison’s own mystical universe, he would no doubt have described his life in terms of ying and yang, the chance encounters of spiritual elements and religious planes. And the musician would be fairly on target. His well-known generosity, patience and religious zeal has been equally balanced out in the ledge of life by stories of a rigid, often puritanical nature, philandering and rampant infidelity, questionable, often misguided creative and personal choices, and a penchant for drink and drugs.

His creative frustrations are legendary. His experiments in solo ventures were occasionally successful, his three-record opus All Things Must Pass being the prime example, but just as often pretentious and undermined by his unshakable religious beliefs. Extra Texture: Read All About It and Dark Horse, being major offenders, are famous and infamous. Harrison’s on-and-off love affair with stardom is alternately understandable and perplexing, as is the man himself.

Consequently, unlike many legendary performers who always seemed to make the right choices, George Harrison’s career has not been universally praised. More than one observer of the pop-music scene has lamented Harrison as somebody not willing to take a chance, preferring to play it safe rather than creatively roll the dice. It has also been said that while he was an intregal part of the Beatles, he never reached discernible heights as a solo artist.

Oh, and lest we forget, George Harrison could be downright boring. In later years, pottering around his garden and playing the house husband were highlights of his life. And when he would get on his high horse about Indian religion, often with a fervour of a fire-and-brimstone preacher, even his closest friends had to stifle a yawn. There’s nothing very ‘rock star’ in those moments but they are truly a telling of George’s basic humanity and his strident need to come across as normal.

And so the task at hand: to discover the real George Harrison in all his varying shades of light and dark. And it is not an easy life to put in order because George Harrison spent his entire life trying to hide from us, and, depending on how one addresses that elusive beast called Fame, he either failed miserably or succeeded to the nth degree.

Long before he became a part of history as a member of the Beatles, George Harrison, who once proclaimed, ‘I don’t want to be famous but I do want to be successful,’ was battling to satisfy his desire to be as free and individual as possible in a world that held conforming in high esteem. He pursued music as a soulful creative expression, not as a way to achieve stardom and material goods. Even during the halcyon days of Beatlemania, Harrison, who admittedly took full advantage of the perks of rock stardom, would often stand out and impress as a serious musician amid the mania.

He was regularly the object of teen-girl debate along the lines of ‘Who was the cutest Beatle?’ and ‘Which Beatle would they most like to kiss?’ But, for those who looked below the paper-thin veneer of hype, hucksterism and just plain bullshit that passed for pop stardom in the 1960s, there were other, more important tags being hung on the young guitarist as well. The Quiet Beatle. The Serious Beatle. And, yes, even the Sad Beatle. While Lennon, McCartney and Starr were often the willing foils for the foolishness of pop music’s starmaking machinery, one often got the impression that Harrison was better than what was going on around him and would eventually aspire to something more important than merely being a member of the most popular band in the annals of pop-music history.

Not that George Harrison ever saw himself in larger-than-life terms. Although his life is occasionally marred by bouts of egomania, when his obstinance surrounding his religious pursuits has threatened to consume him, the guitarist has alternated between running to and away from stardom and, at all times, keeping his life in balance. He became adept at living a stealth life, running smoothly under the radar in the face of constant public scrutiny; surfacing, often painfully so, when his musical life demanded, but preferring to shun the spotlight in favour of solitude.

The broad strokes of George Harrison’s personal and professional life have been chronicled elsewhere but always in the context of a burgeoning whole. It was always George Harrison as part of the Beatles. George Harrison as the guiding light behind Bangladesh. George Harrison as the linchpin in the resurgence of Indian mysticism as the hip, new religion for the Swinging 60s. George Harrison has never been allowed to stand alone, observing the events that unfolded in front of him and unveiling the inner workings, the personal asides and anecdotes that marked Harrison’s chequered, but never less than interesting, life.

All Things Must Pass: The Life of George Harrison will take you to that place. The history will be there – the names, dates and places. The voyage of discovery from his days in Liverpool, and his transformation from boy to man during those raucous nights in Hamburg. His struggles with stardom and the frustration of being regulated to playing second fiddle to Lennon and McCartney. The conflicts that would ultimately destroy friendships, the sadness when lovers and close friends betrayed him, and the battle between personal beliefs and public expectations that met on a collision course with Harrison in the middle.

You’ve been here before. But you’ve never been here this way.

All Things Must Pass: The Life of George Harrison will take you to a place you’ve never been before: into the life behind those sad eyes.

Marc Shapiro, 2002


1. GET YOUR ASS OUT OF HERE!

‘I could go out and become a superstar if I practised a bit. But I don’t really want to do that. I don’t have to prove anything.’


George Harrison returned to the spotlight beginning in 1997. But not in the way he would have liked or, doubtless, would have been comfortable with.

In that year, it was disclosed that a deranged fan had been sending George death threats through the mail that reportedly said ‘good-bye George’ and ‘time you went’. Only after the man was arrested was it discovered that the letters had, in fact, been coming on a steady basis since 1996 and that most of them had been burned by George’s staff before he had a chance to see them for fear of upsetting the – by that time – already security-crazed musician.

While pottering around in the garden of his mansion at Henley-on-Thames, Oxfordshire in July 1997, Harrison discovered a lump in his neck. He would subsequently undergo surgery to remove what would turn out to be a cancerous nodule, followed by a month of radiation treatments. Harrison, who confirmed that the cancer had been the result of an off-and-on pattern of cigarette smoking over the years, pronounced himself cancer-free following that treatment. In January 1998, Harrison checked into the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota, for follow-up tests and would later confirm again that he was cancer-free.

Harrison faced true terror on 30 December 1999, when a deranged 33-year-old, Mike Abram, claiming he had been told by God to kill Harrison, broke into the ex-Beatle’s home and stabbed the musician several times in the chest, hands and fingers before his wife Olivia subdued the attacker by hitting him several times with a metal poker.

‘I vividly remember a deliberate thrust of the knife towards my chest,’ Harrison related in a written statement introduced during Abram’s trial. ‘I felt my chest deflate and the flow of blood towards my mouth. I believed I had been fatally stabbed.’

Olivia Harrison also remembered the night of terror during her trial testimony. ‘There was blood on the wall, blood on my hands, and I realised that we were going to be murdered.’

Harrison’s personal trials continued to command headlines when, in April 2001, he underwent lung cancer surgery. In the wake of that operation Harrison appeared gaunt and sickly in public appearances to promote the reissue of his solo album All Things Must Pass, which in turn led to active speculation that Harrison was near death. The musician angrily issued a statement that he was, in fact, ‘active and feeling very well’ and that he was ‘disappointed and disgusted’ at the ill-founded reports of his impending death.

That George Harrison was forced into the spotlight because of personal travails is ironic, coming as it does from a man who has seemingly spent his entire life running from prying eyes. As always he was uncomfortable in front of the camera’s glare and the reporter’s notebook. He wished it would all go away.

The popular opinion was he wished he could go away. But his life and times had already been marked by the pronouncement that George Harrison could run but he could not hide for very long.

During his years with the Beatles, Harrison, who struck an introspective/inquisitive image with his angular features, wide eyes, dark bushy eyebrows and often timid tight smile, was the one most uncomfortable with the accolades and the press interest. He would do the requisite interviews, albeit reluctantly. When he did speak, reporters instantly marked him the shy and withdrawn member of the Beatles who would never look you in the eye while speaking and always projected the image of deep thought or discomfort, even when presented with the most innocuous teen-heartthrob question.

And he was notorious in those early years of the Beatles for lashing out, in uncharacteristic fits of temper, when he felt his privacy was being intruded upon. However, Harrison, when he has addressed his feelings during the Beatles’ rise to stardom in the 1960s, would patiently couch his remarks in the fact that it was people’s seriousness about the whole idea of stardom and celebrity, rather than his personality, that was off-putting.

‘I’ve always been a firm believer in freedom and privacy,’ he acknowledged. ‘Treat it all too seriously and you can’t help but go out of your mind.’

Which was why, during the heyday of Beatlemania, Harrison hid his discomfort with the intrusions on his every thought with a quick wit, heavy on the double entendres and the snappy one-liner: playing as necessary the perfect comic relief, not so much for the benefit of others as for himself. Harrison was not dumb. He knew there was a game that had to be played. But as Harrison would readily admit in later years, he was also aware that it was all largely a sham.

‘I enjoyed making the records,’ he conceded. ‘But I didn’t like to be on TV and do the interviews that were necessary to promote it. There was a time when I actually hated all that.’

But he would always put up a good front. Beatles manager Brian Epstein acknowledged that it was a rare moment when George was anything but accommodating. ‘George has his moods, though I cannot recall any particular moments. All I know is that George is remarkably easy to be with.’

Harrison’s near-manic distaste for the public interest in his every move had, by the time the Beatles shut down the crazy – and, for George, the least musically rewarding – touring life in 1966, begun to turn him against the very group that had made him famous. The arguments, especially those with John Lennon and Paul McCartney, had become increasingly heated. More and more, George was longing for time away from the limelight and what had become the totally reprehensible process of being a pop star.

‘It made me nervous, the whole magnitude of our fame,’ he admitted to Rolling Stone in 1987. ‘I wanted to stop touring after about 1965 because I was getting very nervous. They kept planning these ticker-tape parades and I was saying, “I absolutely don’t want to do that.” I didn’t like the idea of being too popular.’

His frustrations at not being more than a token songwriter in the band also fuelled his anger. So did his increasingly serious view of life that often seemed to run at odds with the attitude of the rest of the group. John Lennon had already staked out the role of rock’n’roll rebel and was content to play it to the hilt. Paul, while serious about his songwriting, was rather frivolous and accommodating to the rigours of pop life. Ringo was basically the laid-back easygoing drummer who said yes to everything and could be counted on to be the pliable follower rather than a leader. George could never quite find his place.

Consequently, his growing fear of the spotlight and his weariness of performing were the main reasons why the Beatles never played live again after 1966. In fact the only reason the band performed their now famous Let It Be rooftop session was that George refused to perform in front of an audience. When he stormed out at one point in the Beatles’ onerous Let It Be album sessions, after a bitter argument with Lennon and McCartney, in his mind his life with the Beatles was already over.

In his post-Beatles life, Harrison would dismiss any questions about his Beatles experience as ‘rubbish’. In his 1982 autobiography I, Me, Mine, he stated there was little in the Beatle experience that was satisfying, and that even the best thrill associated with celebrity soon got tiring.

‘It was awful being on the front page of everyone’s life, every day,’ wrote Harrison. ‘What an intrusion into our lives. Your own space, man, it’s so important. That’s why we were doomed because we didn’t have any.’

Harrison’s post-Beatles output, including the chart-busting All Things Must Pass and the less than creatively exhilarating 33⅓, was marked by an infusion of ego, fuelled by this time by his obsession with Indian religion. But, if anything, his own personal triumphs succeeded only in pushing him deeper into a shell.

It also did not help that George was often feeling out of step with the prevailing state of pop music. Loud, angry rock and heavy metal had become the order of the day, as had, at the other end of the spectrum, soulless pop ballads. George steadfastly refused to bend to the current trends, often pushing aside suggestions that his music not be so religious and that he rock a little bit more. Unfortunately, this attitude only led to not-too-veiled suggestions that George was, in his late thirties, a doddering old relic who was well past being of any relevance other than as a piece of nostalgia.

George had also become a bit of a professional liability. Getting him to promote his own records was tough. In fact 1982’s Gone Troppo literally died of lack of interest on Harrison’s part. He saw his penchant for privacy as something totally necessary and ultimately tied to his own personal philosophy.

‘These days I don’t go out of my way to sell records,’ he related. ‘If people like it, they can buy it. I’ll do what I can as honestly as I can. I could go out and become a superstar if I practised a bit. But I don’t really want to do that. I don’t have to prove anything.’

His seeming not to care in a commercial sense led to much conjecture among critics and observers that Harrison, for all his resentment of his Beatles days, was suffering some discomfort that the group had broken up when it did and that, for all his productivity in his solo life, he would never equal that popularity on his own. It began to manifest in an increasingly unkempt look and a growing reluctance to talk about the past. In later years, Harrison would admit that ‘during the 70s, I just sort of phased myself out of the limelight.’

But Harrison would find much that held his interest towards the end of that decade. While commercially successful, based largely on his name rather than any endearing music, critics suddenly began to find nice things to say about the music, resulting in the albums George Harrison and Somewhere in England being his best-reviewed solo outings since All Things Must Pass. Harrison took a shine to stock-car racing and exercised his desire to be behind the scenes when he got into the film business as the co-founder of Handmade Films.

Consequently, Harrison began to loosen up. David Cheney, the owner of the pub Row Barge, near Harrison’s Henley-on-Thames home, recently reported that Harrison was always an unassuming and natural person ‘who would often pop down for a pint with friends’. And, in 1977, Harrison popped into the Row Barge unannounced and entertained the astonished regulars with a live set. George Harrison was definitely showing signs of coming out of his shell.

Until John Lennon was shot in 1980.

Throughout the 1970s Harrison had often made light of the occasional threat from a crazed fan, but the death of Lennon suddenly put the musician in real fear for his life. For the next seven years Harrison retreated into his home, turning it into a literal fortress of surveillance cameras, razor wire-topped walls and searchlights. A sign near the front gate of his home pictured nine flags representing the major nations of the world. Next to each was the equivalent of a NO TRESPASSING statement. After the US flag was the statement Get Your Ass Out of Here!

‘At times you flash on it, when people call your name from behind,’ said George not long after Lennon’s death. ‘You don’t know who’s crackers and who isn’t.’

However, George was nothing less than kind to those he allowed into his personal and professional world. Keyboard player Billy Preston, who helped out on the Beatles’ Let It Be sessions and whose solo album George co-produced, saw that side of him. ‘George is wonderful. George is very spiritual. He’s a very loving and humble person. He’s a very good friend and is like a brother to me.’

Even Eric Clapton, who has admittedly engaged in an extreme love-hate relationship with George which resulted in Clapton’s stealing George’s first wife, has only the kindest words. ‘I think the world of the man. He’s adaptable for any situation. His wit and his humour are a great source of inspiration for anybody who knows him.’

As befitting his reclusive nature, Harrison rarely ventured out in public, preferring to work in his garden, play with his child Dhani and, occasionally, to make a rare appearance at a nearby pub. In 1987, on the strength of a hit album, Cloud Nine, the very Beatles-inspired hit single ‘Got My Mind Set on You’, and the opportunity to be part of a one-off supergroup called the Traveling Wilburys (which also featured Bob Dylan, Jeff Lynne, Tom Petty and Roy Orbison), George temporarily came out of the shadows.

The increased interest in Harrison instinctively put the musician on the defensive and he once again retreated into solitude and the life of a landed gentleman until 1995 when he made the fateful decision to finally face his demons when he agreed to join the other surviving Beatles in producing a documentary film history of the Beatles called Anthology, which would be followed in the year 2000 by a companion coffee-table book.

Longtime friend Michael Palin (of Monty Python fame) stated that Harrison participating in the Anthology projects was an important element in his coming back into the light. ‘I think in some ways he is just now getting used to being a Beatle. I think he’s deciding now that he can’t live locked away all the time.’

George Harrison has never put any stock in the speculation surrounding his often reclusive nature that has been an integral element of his life and times. And he laid it out in typical George Harrison simplicity.

‘That’s then and now’s now,’ he said in defence of his hiding from prying eyes. ‘I’m reasonably well balanced about it all and understand, in my own mind, why I’m doing it. Unfortunately it will make me a bit famous again, but just for a bit. Then I’ll go back to being retired again.’


2. LIFE DURING WARTIME

‘The worst thing was leaving junior school and going to the big grammar school . . . That’s when the darkness began and that’s where my frustrations began to start.’


The world was between wars in 1929.

Emotions were running high and chance encounters and whirlwind romances were the rule rather than the exception. And so when Harold Harrison, a merchant seaman on shore leave from his duty as a steward with the White Star Line, literally bumped into Louise French in an alley during a night on the town, it was the beginning of a fantasy-tinged old-time romance.

It was the classic case of opposites attracting. Harold was a clear-thinking, deliberate man who did not waste words. Louise was bright, spirited and possessed of an enticing, outgoing personality. Louise was reluctant to accept Harold’s subtle but persistent advances at first but eventually succumbed to his quite charms and enticing personality. The couple dated for a time before Harold returned to sea. Harold and Louise corresponded regularly, their love deepening with each successive letter. They knew in their hearts that they had discovered their soul mates for life.

A year later, Harold once again returned from the sea and the couple were married in a civil ceremony at the Brownlow Hill registrar’s office on 20 May 1930. The newlyweds moved into 12 Arnold Grove, Wavertree, a small terraced house in a quiet cul-de-sac in a working-class neighbourhood that they rented for ten shillings a week. It was not much, but for the newlyweds it was every bit a fairy-tale castle.

In a better time, Harold and Louise would have settled quietly and happily into domestic bliss, with Harold becoming the breadwinner and Louise the homemaker and the mother of the children that were certain to come. But times and the economy were tight and Harold still had a merchant navy obligation to contend with, and so, for the next six years, the young couple, barely out of their teens, would frequently spend long months apart; Harold on the high seas earning less than £8 a month plus tips (much of which he sent home to Louise), and Louise doing her best to keep the home fires burning, working in a grocery store for the princely sum of 40 shillings a month.

Harold and Louise made the most of their time together and, despite the obstacles of time and distance, were anxious to start a family. And so it came to pass that they welcomed their first child, a daughter named Louise, in 1931. A second child, a son named Harold, was born in 1934.

By all accounts, Harold and Louise were wonderful doting parents who, despite the constant pressures of the times, made sure their children came first and that they never wanted for anything. Consequently Louise and Harold were none the worse for their father not being in their lives on a constant basis. But Harold had long ago tired of life at sea and missed the time away from his family and so when his tour of duty was up in 1936, Harold Harrison came home to 12 Arnold Grove for good. The Harrison household was now together. But the stability of a two-parent home would soon come up against the reality of a world constantly changing.

With war clouds once again gathering over Europe, the job market had taken a sudden and drastic downturn and Harold found himself happily at home but unhappily out of work. For the next fifteen months, the Harrison family lived off welfare assistance, the sum of 23 shillings a week, which went into the necessities of life, rent, food and coal to heat the house during the winter months. These were trying times for the family, especially for Harold who was raised with the traditional values of a man providing for his family. He would daily make the rounds, enquiring about any kind of work and finding none. His ego took a terrific beating during those jobless months and it goes without saying that Harold and Louise would have their rows regarding money and how to spend what little they had. Things began to look up in 1937 when Harold landed a job as a bus conductor, moving up to the job of bus driver a year later.

World War Two finally arrived full-blown on the land. The Harrisons could count on being lulled to sleep almost nightly by the sounds of enemy aircraft overhead. They would gather around the radio and listen intently as Winston Churchill exhorted his people to be brave and stalwart in the face of Hitler and his nightmarish buzz bombs. Although they were dealing with shortages of food and the insanity of trying to make already tightly rationed staples stretch for a family of four, the Harrisons managed to get by.

A second son, Peter, was born in 1940. Finally, on 25 February 1943, a third son, christened George Harold Harrison, was born. Harold, who always prided himself on being a no-nonsense, unemotional type, nevertheless had a lump in his throat and a tear in his eye when he looked upon young George Harold Harrison for the first time.

‘I couldn’t get over it,’ Harrison would recall years later. ‘There he was, a miniature version of me. Oh no, I thought. We just couldn’t be so alike.’

Although the arrival of George Harrison was totally unexpected, despite the couple’s traditional Catholic attitude towards birth control, he was definitely wanted and, while the Harrisons spread their love and attention equally among all their children, Harold and Louise sensed that their last child would be something special.

Indeed, from a very early age George was the picture of independence and self-confidence. Before the age of three, he was regularly running errands for his mother to the nearby grocery store where he could be counted on to bring home everything Louise needed without the benefit of a list. Because of their closeness in age, George and Peter were literally inseparable and, when not running around in their backyard or indulging in boyish antics, they would often be found playing in the streets and engaging in group games with other neighbourhood children.

Louise Harrison, with no small sense of pride, would regularly describe George as the ideal child. ‘George was always full of fun,’ she explained. ‘He never caused any serious trouble and even the neighbours liked him a lot. He loved animals and I was very proud of the way that he liked to help people. George was always giving away his money to tramps and old people who needed it.’

When George turned five, his parents attempted to enrol him in a religious primary school. Unfortunately, all the Catholic schools were full and the one Roman Catholic school they approached would not consider him until he turned six. But Harold and Louise knew their son was more than ready to begin his formal education and so they enrolled him in nearby Dovedale Primary, a state-run, non-religious institution.

Of no overriding interest to the child was the fact that a much older boy, John Lennon, was also attending Dovedale Primary at the time.

During his time at Dovedale, George’s innate intelligence, rather than any overriding dedication to academics, allowed him to maintain good grades. Despite his small stature, the youngster also proved himself quite the athlete when it came to playground games of soccer and street games of cricket. While too young to realise what he was doing, George had already begun to develop a sly sense of braggadocio, more bluff than ego, that would allow him to ingratiate himself into any childhood group or situation. George’s parents saw that trait early on and would often joke that their youngest son had the makings of a politician.

Money continued to be an ongoing life challenge in the Harrison family but George was largely oblivious to the importance of a pound and was, even as a young child, generous to a fault. In later years, Harold Harrison would regale interviewers with tales of his then young son’s budding philanthropy, citing one day when Louise took George to the cinema. On the way there, George spotted an old tramp lolling nearby. He insisted that his mother give him half a crown which he promptly delivered into the dirty hand of the tramp.

* * *

By 1949 the Harrison family had outgrown their small house on Arnold Grove and moved into a much larger residence in the nearby town of Speke. The home at 25 Upton Green was much roomier but the neighbourhood itself was a mixture of what were considered ‘good’ and ‘bad’ elements and, in ensuing years, Louise would often complain about the vandalism committed on their property by some of the neighbourhood’s less desirable elements.

George’s strong sense of independence would occasionally run foul of Dovedale Primary’s strict code of conduct and, as George angrily recalled, the punishment meted out by the teachers could be painful.

‘When I was eight or nine years old, my teacher Mr Lyons caned me and got me on the wrist. It was swollen and when I got home, I tried to hide it but my father saw it and the next day he came down to the school and Mr Lyons was called out of the class and my dad “stuck” one on him.’

It became apparent early on that George had a strong sense of imagination and was inclined towards creating elaborately complex, fantastic tales that he would use to entertain friends and family. Harold, who in his own quiet way would always cater to his young son, brought home some hand puppets to ten-year-old George. From that point on, remembered Louise Harrison, ‘whenever we had visitors, he always insisted on giving a little show’.

George’s flights of fantasy and imagination were beginning to give Harold and Louise pause. England was strictly a class-conscious society in the 1940s, and it was rare for a child from a working-class family to go on to higher education, let alone to get a job not requiring him to get his hands dirty. But in George, they were seeing other possibilities and the notion was definitely there that their youngest son might be the one to find his way out.

George successfully completed his primary school education at Dovedale Primary in 1953 and matriculated to nearby Liverpool Institute in 1954. George’s feelings about formal education at this point in his life were mixed at best. But on his first day at Liverpool Institute his hopes were completely dashed when, as George walked the halls, a much bigger boy leaped out from behind a doorway, jumped on his back and challenged him to a fight. For
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