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John F. Kennedy Airport, New York, February 1964


PROLOGUE



They went to sea in Sieve, they did, in a Sieve they went to sea:

In spite of all their friends could say, on a winter’s morn, on a stormy day,

In a Sieve they went to sea!

Edward Lear, “The Jumblies”





On a gray, blustery Friday afternoon in February 1964, the four young British musicians collectively known as the Beatles arrived on a gleaming Pan American Airways jetliner at Kennedy Airport in New York, where they were met by a crowd of two hundred jostling reporters and photographers and some four thousand fans, mostly teenaged girls, who lined the rooftop observation deck of the airport’s International Arrivals Building in a great singing, shrilling mass.

The reporters and photographers were there because, over the preceding three months, news of a phenomenon that had consumed the attention of the British public since the summer before had been drifting across the Atlantic in reports filed by the London bureaus of American newspapers, magazines, and television networks. The British press had coined the term “Beatlemania” to describe the relentless and seemingly hysterical response of that country’s teenagers to an indeterminate mixture of musical presence, public personality, and social significance that was projected by this pop group from the port city of Liverpool, whose fresh-faced exuberance and insouciant wit had endeared them to a substantial number of adult Britons as well. Beginning with a smattering of articles in the fall of 1963, early coverage of the Beatles by the American press had been playfully condescending. There were repeated references made to the stereotype of English “eccentricity” and much reliance placed on metaphors of infestation and epidemic: BEATLE BUG BITES BRITAIN read a headline in the show-business weekly Variety. The British had gone mad for—of all things—rock ’n’ roll.

Rock-’n’-roll hysteria was considered old news in America in 1964. Most people thought of it as something that had come and gone in the years since Elvis Presley had burst upon the national consciousness in the spring of 1956. By the early 1960s, the pop-singing teen idol had become a cliché epitomized by the character of Conrad Birdie in the 1963 Hollywood musical Bye Bye Birdie: a loutish, leering naïf, plucked from obscurity by a cynically manipulative manager and foisted on a needy, worshipful adolescent public. Though nobody had thus far been able to expose the hands that were pulling the strings, the American reporters who were assigned to cover the story took it for granted that “Beatlemania” was another spectacular example, with an unaccountably British twist, of an established promotional technique by which the hormones of pubescent femininity were milked for money and fame.

Having cleared the formalities of Customs and Immigration, the Beatles and their small entourage were escorted into the terminal’s press room and grouped around a podium for an impromptu news conference. Uninitiated as to which of these slim, dark-suited figures was which, reporters directed their questions at the group, whose members seemed to vie with one another to come up with the most flippant or outrageous answer. They began by affirming their professionalism with a bluntness that was startling by the prevailing standards of show-business cant. “Won’t you please sing something?” asked a woman reporter. “No!” said one. “Sorry!” said another. “We need money first!” said a third. And away it went from there: “Are you for real?” they were asked. “Come and have a feel.” “How many of you are bald, that you have to wear those wigs?” “Oh, we’re all bald … and deaf and dumb, too.” “How do you account for your success?” “We have a press agent.” What started as a press conference rapidly devolved into a parody in which the Beatles, speaking in the droll, hooded accents of their native Liverpool, seemed to gather up the banality of the entire proceeding and toss it back good-naturedly in the faces of the New York press. “What do you think of Beethoven?” “We love him—especially the poems.” Through it all, the four of them exuded an almost mysterious sense of solidarity and self-possession. They were their own show, and their own audience. Having attracted the sort of attention for which most people in their line of work would be willing to sell their souls, here they were, cracking dumb jokes for their own amusement, calling attention to the mercenary motives of their visit, and generally acting as if it really didn’t matter what the newspapers and television stations reported about them after all.

And what of the thousands of fans who squealed on the roof and raced down the corridors and pressed like love-starved orphans against the doors of the room where this curious rite of transatlantic passage was taking place? By and large, their motivations were more complex, and their intentions more honorable, than those of the New York press. They were there because, for the past month, they had been listening to an incessant crescendo of Beatles songs on the radio and buying unprecedented numbers of Beatles records as fast as the group’s American label, Capitol Records, could press them and ship them to stores. On the basis of what they had heard in the tough, bluesy rhythms and tender pop melodies of those songs, they were in thrall to a form of passionate enthusiasm that was, for most of them, unlike anything they had ever experienced before.

In a uniquely American gesture of hospitality, the four Beatles were then individually placed into four black Cadillac limousines and driven into midtown Manhattan. As they rode into the city, they listened with amazement to the sound of their own songs blaring forth wherever they turned on the radio dial, interspersed with the disc jockeys’ simultaneous accounts of their trip into the city and their approach to the Plaza Hotel on Central Park South.

The Beatles spent their first weekend in New York holed up behind the imposing faux-Renaissance façade of the Plaza, insulated by a thickening blanket of police, press, and fans. “I don’t want to talk to them. I just want to stand here and get images,” announced a reporter from The Saturday Evening Post. “I don’t want to interview them. I just want their autograph for my managing editor,” echoed his colleague from Life. In the public square that adjoined the hotel, a crowd of several hundred teenagers maintained a constant vigil, their eyes riveted on the entrance to the Plaza, their backs pressed against the stonework of the Pulitzer Fountain, a gift to the city from the famous newspaper publisher, its granite basins topped by the statue of Pomona, the Roman goddess of abundance. Periodically the Beatles would reward the attention of these sentries by emerging from the hotel on one pretext or another—a photogenic stroll by the boathouse in Central Park, a visit to local night spots like the nearby Playboy Club, a television rehearsal at the CBS studios on Broadway at 53rd Street. Then, on Sunday evening, February 9, the group performed live on The Ed Sullivan Show, while an estimated 74 million Americans, or 34 percent of the population, watched from the comfort of their homes. According to the Nielsen rating service, this was the largest audience that had ever been recorded for an American television program. Included in the total was an extremely high percentage of the country’s 22 million teenagers.

Looking like the world’s most nervous substitute teacher as he faced a studio audience of 1,500 fans, the dour, square-shouldered Sullivan—a man renowned for the awkwardness of his stage presence—introduced the Beatles at the top of the show. Their appearance was greeted by a sustained screech from the audience that one New York television critic likened to the sound of a subway train rounding a curve in the track.

The Beatles went on to perform three songs. Two of these, “All My Loving” and “Till There Was You,” were drawn from an album called Meet the Beatles, which had sold two million copies in the three weeks since its release. The third song, “She Loves You,” had been issued as a single in the United States the previous summer and had sold negligibly at the time. That record now stood at number three on the American charts, two positions behind the Beatles’ most recent single, “I Want to Hold Your Hand.”

By the time of this performance, most of the material on the two albums and five singles the Beatles had released in Britain over the preceding year was familiar to their American fans. The saturational press coverage had helped to familiarize most teenage viewers with the faces and emblematic personality traits of the individual Beatles as well. (For many adult Americans, by contrast, it would take years to learn to tell them apart). What came as a complete revelation to the budding Beatlemaniacs who first saw them on The Ed Sullivan Show was just that: the sight of the group onstage. For the Beatles looked and acted like no performers they had ever seen. The four of them were dressed identically in dark suits, white shirts, and knit ties, the conventionality of which was subverted by the tight fit of their jackets and trousers and the sleek, almost reptilian line of their pointy-toed, Cuban-heeled boots. The band’s defining physical feature, however, was the helmetlike profusion of hair that shook and bounced around their faces as they sang, longer and fuller than the hair on any males these kids had ever seen outside of storybook illustrations of the Middle Ages. In addition to the novelty of their physical appearance, another notable feature of the Beatles’ performance involved the absence of any obvious leader or focal point. All three of the guitarists not only played but sang, while the two on either side, their guitar necks pointing in opposite directions, shared the lead vocals on the songs. The television cameras reflected this egalitarian arrangement by dividing their attention between shots of the group, shots of its individual members, and shots of the fans in the audience—shrieking, shouting, waving their arms, and careening in their seats. At the end of each number, the Beatles acknowledged the bedlam in the studio by performing a courtly, well-synchronized bow. The final chord of “She Loves You” was followed by the reappearance of a relieved-looking Ed Sullivan, who read a brief benedictory telegram from Elvis Presley before inviting his viewers to partake of “a word from Anacin.”

The supporting acts on the program that night included the juvenile cast of Oliver!, a hit Broadway musical based on the story of Oliver Twist, and an impressionist named Frank Gorshin, whose routine was based on the then-ludicrous concept of Hollywood stars running for political office. Near the end of the hour-long show, the Beatles returned for two more numbers, “I Saw Her Standing There” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” the two sides of their current number-one single. The girls in the audience now rewarded themselves for forty minutes of good behavior by completely cutting loose.

The press coverage redoubled on the morning after the broadcast with reviews in all the New York papers and a formal news conference at the Plaza that was likened by Variety to a White House briefing. (Capitol Records later claimed that its nationwide clipping service had collected 13,882 newspaper and magazine articles about the Beatles by the end of their two-week stay.) “How did you propose to your wife?” a reporter asked John Lennon, the acknowledged wit of the group, whose wife Cynthia had accompanied him to New York. “The same as anyone else,” said Lennon, clearly irritated by the question. “I want to do it right,” the reporter insisted. “You want to do it right?” Lennon responded coldly. “Then do it with both hands.” Asked if they had found “a leading lady” for their upcoming film, the Beatle named George Harrison replied, “We’re trying to get the Queen. She sells.” “Obviously, these kids don’t give a fig about projecting any sort of proper image,” a reporter was heard to say.

On Tuesday a snowstorm forced the Beatles to travel by train to Washington, where they were scheduled to play their first live concert in America and attend a reception in their honor at the British embassy. The concert was held at a sports arena whose centrally located stage required the Beatles to pause after every few songs to physically reorient themselves and their equipment toward another quadrant of the eight thousand screaming participants. The embassy reception was attended by much of the Washington diplomatic corps and marred by an incident involving a scissors-wielding guest and the hair of Ringo Starr. After accepting a flustered apology from the wife of the British ambassador, Ringo turned to her husband and asked, “And what do you do?”

The following day the group returned to New York to play two concerts at Carnegie Hall, where they paid their respects to America’s great shrine of classical music by opening their set with Chuck Berry’s “Roll Over Beethoven” to the delight of two thousand fans and those members of New York’s political, social, and cultural establishment who had the clout to demand and receive tickets. (“I loved it. They were marvelous,” said Mrs. Nelson Rockefeller, wife of the governor.)

Next the Beatles flew to Miami Beach, where on Sunday, live from the Napoleon Ballroom of the Deauville Hotel, they performed before another 70 million viewers on The Ed Sullivan Show. (This time Sullivan introduced them as “four of the nicest youngsters we’ve ever had on the show.”) Then, after several days of exceedingly well-reported relaxation in the Florida sun, the Beatles flew back to Britain. On American newsstands, their faces filled the covers of Life, Look, and The Saturday Evening Post. On the American record charts, their music occupied the first and second positions for both singles and albums. (The trade journal Billboard later estimated that the Beatles accounted for 60 percent of all the singles sold in the United States during the first three months of 1964.) At London’s Heathrow Airport, a crowd of ten thousand British patriots turned out at seven o’clock in the morning to afford their heroes the sort of welcome that General Gordon might have received if Gordon had returned from Khartoum.

FOR ALL THAT came after, the events of February 1964 remain to this day the best-known chapter of their well-known story: the Beatles’ “conquest” of America, a moment worthy of mention in the most cursory chronicle of the 1960s, preserved for posterity in a set of iconic photographs and grainy black-and-white video images whose familiarity has served, over time, to obscure the sheer strangeness of it all. Until this point, the influence of American and European models on their music and fashion sense notwithstanding, the Beatles’ lives and their popular phenomenon had been bordered by the bounds of a British world. The outbreak of Beatlemania in Britain had marked the culmination of nearly seven years of self-improvement and self-promotion on their part, in a career that had progressed through distinct stages of success at the local, regional, and national level. Now this same crazed enthusiasm had leaped the borders of Britain to arrive in New York City, the world capital of mass culture and communications, where a state of full-blown pop hysteria had been achieved in five weeks’ time, with most of it occurring before the group had set foot on American soil. In Britain the popularity of the Beatles was widely understood to be an expression of social and cultural forces that had been in motion for many years. In America, like princes in a fairy tale, they seemed to awaken some great, slumbering need.

Though the Beatles seemed utterly new to the millions of young people who first saw them perform on The Ed Sullivan Show in February 1964, two generations of American adolescents had already bestowed a similar form of frenzied adulation on musical heroes of their own, Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley. At the first opportunity, both Sinatra and Presley had managed to parlay their initial success as teen idols into extraordinarily lucrative but otherwise conventional show-business careers. After weathering a celebrated “downfall” in the late 1940s, Sinatra went on to establish himself as the preeminent all-around entertainer of his generation: a best-selling recording artist, a major Hollywood movie star, a top-drawing Las Vegas headliner, and a paragon of middle-aged cool. (All told, in a career lasting half a century, he released more than seventy albums and starred in more than fifty films.) On a less artistically acclaimed level, Elvis Presley also assimilated eagerly into the world of conventional show business, making his mark as the best-paid B-movie star in the annals of Hollywood. Earning more than a million dollars a picture, Presley from 1960 onward settled into a numbingly remunerative routine that yielded two or three feature films and two or three best-selling soundtrack albums in every fiscal year. Though he, too, would experience a modest downfall and comeback during the second half of the 1960s, by the time of his death in 1977 he had recorded more than forty albums, released nearly a hundred hit singles, and starred in fifteen films.

With the Beatles, there would be no downfalls or comebacks, no scores of singles and albums, no headlining appearances in Las Vegas, no catalog of Hollywood films. With the Beatles, there would be nothing that could properly be described as a “show business career” at all. While the extent of their commercial success, artistic influence, and enduring popularity would qualify them as one of the greatest phenomena in the history of mass entertainment, by their own insistence they never considered themselves to be “entertainers” in the accepted sense of the word. Instead, February 1964 marked not only the climax of a pop craze, but also the beginning of a remarkable metamorphosis.

Over the next six years, drawing on untold reserves of creativity and ambition, the Beatles would play a leading role in revolutionizing the way that popular records were made, the way that popular records were listened to, the nature of popular songwriting, and the role that popular music itself would play in people’s lives. They would preside over the transformation of the music business into the record business, and over the expansion of that business into a branch of the entertainment industry whose international sales and scope would come to rival those of Hollywood.

At the same time, from its frenzied, inchoate beginnings in Britain and the United States, the great upsurge of adolescent fervor that the press called Beatlemania would coalesce into one of the main tributaries of a broad confluence of pop enthusiasm, student activism, and mass bohemianism that would flood the political, social, and cultural landscape of much of the industrialized world during the second half of the 1960s, spinning off whorls and eddies—the women’s movement, the gay liberation movement, the environmental movement—in its wake. In a manner that was inconceivable prior to an era when pop stars, film stars, and sports stars began to achieve the sort of fame and exert the sort of influence that had once been reserved for political, military, and religious leaders, the Beatles would serve as prominent symbols, spokesmen, or, as some would have it, avatars of this great international upheaval. Bridging nationalities, classes, and cultures, they became the common property of a generation of young people who idealized them, and then identified powerfully with that idealization of them—even as the Beatles themselves, in their music and their public lives, struggled to deflate those idealizations in an effort to retain their own grip on reality. Through it all, they would demonstrate an uncanny ability to be all things to all people while remaining true to themselves.

Nor would their influence wane. For a few years after the Beatles disbanded in 1970, pop critics tended to downplay their importance and compare their music unfavorably with the ruder styles of rock exemplified by their old rivals, the Rolling Stones. But throughout the 1970s, as each of the former Beatles released solo recordings of his own, a flame of hopeful speculation flickered around the possibility that the four of them would one day reunite and reassert the cultural power they had once wielded with such authority, humor, and grace. John Lennon’s murder in 1980 put an end to that hope. (It also turned Lennon into an awkwardly sainted figure: an apostle of Peace and Love who bore little resemblance to the sardonic and mercurial Beatle the world had known.) Still, in the aftermath of that senseless tragedy, with all prospect of a triumphant reunion gone, the Beatles continued to sell vast numbers of their recordings—more than a billion at last count. In 2001, thirty years after their demise, a CD reissue of their hit singles sold an unprecedented 13 million copies in the first month of its release. Year after year, decade after decade, young listeners have continued to experience their own personal version of the sense of revelation that first gripped a generation of British and American adolescents in the fall of 1963 and the winter of 1964, while millions of older listeners have continued to experience the Beatles’ music as an enriching and benevolent force in their lives. To this day they are widely regarded as the greatest concentration of singing, songwriting, and all-round musical talent that the rock-’n’-roll era has produced.

In February 1964, of course, all of this lay in the future. But, from the beginning, there were several attributes that distinguished the Beatles from anything that had happened in popular music before. The first of these was their nationality. Since the term was first coined in the 1920s, the very concept of a superstar had become synonymous with the burgeoning celebrity entertainment culture of the United States, which had colonized the world with its mythos of Broadway, Tin Pan Alley, and Hollywood. The Beatles in 1964 were the first unmistakably non-American performers in any mass medium to achieve the status of superstars on an international scale (unlike, say, Charlie Chaplin, who had lived in Hollywood and played a seminally American character on the screen). As the spearhead of a “British Invasion” of the American music scene, the Beatles posed an unprecedented challenge to the hegemony that America had exerted over the world of popular music (and popular entertainment in general) since the syncopated rhythms of ragtime first captured the fancy of Europe on the eve of World War I.

In mounting this challenge to America’s domination of the pop world, the Beatles also succeeded in defying all the prevailing stereotypes of what it meant to be British in 1964—stereotypes that, until the recent dissolution of Britain’s far-flung empire, had exerted not only influence but a direct form of political and cultural authority over a quarter of the earth’s population. “From the start, the very cut of their limbs, the very glint in their eyes, showed that they were ironically detached from the grandeur of the British past,” noted the writer Jan Morris at the time. Youthfulness, stylishness, unpretentiousness, and nonchalance—these were not the qualities the world had come to expect from the familiar and once-intimidating spectacle of Englishmen abroad. Yet by drawing on their origins in the north-western seaport of Liverpool, whose polyglot population of ethnic and religious minorities made it the least homogeneously “English” city in all of England, the Beatles personified an iconoclastic version of their national character that proved to be as compelling to the youth of North America, Europe, Australia, and parts of Asia as it was to their British fans.

Another attribute that distinguished the Beatles from the beginning was their identity as a group: the first such group in the history of mass entertainment to elicit the sort of romantic fascination and identification that defined the power of a star. Like the edge of defiance that Sinatra and Presley brought to their careers, the sense of unity and camaraderie the Beatles projected was rooted in their social origins, and it added an explicitly social dimension to their appeal. Teenagers in particular recognized that, whatever the nature of their professional association, these four young men were indeed a group of friends who had grown up in the same place, shared many of the same experiences, and owed one another the same unspoken loyalty that had bound young men together in groups since time began. From the outset, there was something atavistic about the Beatles’ group identity. The most obvious expression of this (apart from their punningly totemic name) was their uniform yet idiosyncratic appearance: the matching clothes and hair that tied them to one another and set them apart from everyone else. Yet the most potent expression of the Beatles’ collective nature was ultimately to be found in their music. For, unlike the vast majority of popular recording artists in 1964, the Beatles were not only singers (three of whom sang lead) but collaborative composers and ensemble instrumentalists who wrote their own material and provided their own accompaniment. This was something very different
from the nondescript “vocal groups” and hierarchical “harmony groups” that popular music had known. The Beatles were a vision of self-sufficiency, interdependence, and shared ambition that supplied popular music with the archetype of a “rock group,” a model of musical organization that would endure for decades to come.

As THE FOCUS of so much interest and appreciation over the last forty years, the Beatles have come to represent a bibliographical phenomenon as well as a musical one. The first real book about them, Michael Braun’s astute account of Beatlemania titled Love Me Do, appeared in 1964. Since then they have served as the subject of more than five hundred books, running the full gamut of the publishing arts. These include a glut of memoirs by friends, family, and professional associates; multiple biographies of the individual Beatles; transcriptions of their interviews and treasuries of their quotations; anthologies of newspaper and magazine articles; photograph albums by the dozen; diaries of their day-to-day activities; chronicles of their individual recording sessions, concert tours, and even vacation trips; collections and concordances of their song lyrics; volumes of critical commentary and formal musicological analysis; and scrupulously notated scores of their recorded arrangements. There are Beatle encyclopedias, dictionaries, discographies, and at least two book-length bibliographies devoted to making sense of all the other writing about them. This output is all the more remarkable considering that, prior to the Beatles, not a single significant book had been written on the subject of rock ’n’ roll.

Given this great effusion of words, it is interesting to note how few full-scale biographies of the Beatles as a group have been published over the years. The first such effort, written at the peak of their popularity in 1968 by the British journalist Hunter Davies, was an “authorized” biography that enjoyed the cooperation of the Beatles, their families, and their manager, Brian Epstein. The virtues of Davies’s book included its unassuming style and its unequaled access to the group. As a biography, its main deficiency was that it ended before the Beatles did, leaving the final years of their association undocumented. Davies’s work was also slightly compromised by his need to obtain the Beatles’ approval of its contents, which led him to avoid or expunge a certain amount of material that was deemed objectionable. These omissions were amply redressed by the next major biography, Philip Norman’s Shout, which was published in 1981, one year after John Lennon’s death. A former colleague of Hunter Davies’s at the London Sunday Times, Norman filled out the story admirably and carried it through to its end. The tone of his writing was by turns more elegiac and jaded than Davies’s, but his approach was essentially the same. Both books relied heavily on extensive (and exclusive) interviews—in Davies’s case, with the Beatles and their intimates; in Norman’s case, with nearly everyone but the Beatles and their intimates. More recently, in 2005, the American journalist Bob Spitz published a compendious biography of the group that revisited many of Norman’s sources (who spoke with both the benefit and detriment of hindsight) and further enlarged the picture by drawing on the huge body of published interviews, memoirs, and more-specialized historical sources that has accumulated over the years. All three of these books have reflected the ethos of feature journalism in seeking to penetrate the public image of these very public figures in an effort to reveal the “inside story” of their lives. Among other things, this meant that Davies, Norman, and Spitz devoted comparatively little attention to the Beatles’ music; their records, after all, were known to everyone.

Over the last twenty-five years the vast bulk of the biographical writing about the Beatles has focused on the individual members of the group and on specialized aspects of their career. To some extent, this tendency toward individualization and specialization has reflected the way the Beatles’ collective identity has made them resistant to the standard biographical treatment. Most biographies tell the story of a person’s life from beginning to end. A biography of the Beatles, by contrast, is neither the story of a full life nor the story of a person. It is rather the story of a group of young men whose affiliation began in adolescence and effectively ended before any of them had reached the age of thirty. It is a story that defies individualization and, as a result, places more importance on the qualities the four of them shared than on the qualities that made them distinct.

This is a book about the Beatles, Britain, and America in the twenty-five years after World War II. It is drawn from widely diverse sources of information and imagination, and it seeks to combine three main perspectives—the biographical, the musical, and the historical—in an effort to convey the full import and interplay of the Beatles’ lives, art, and times.

The first strand of the story—the biographical—comprises the narrative of their career, beginning with their individual childhoods and their collective adolescence in postwar Liverpool, and ending with their breakup in 1970. It is, by any measure, a remarkable success story, which has been told and retold so often that it has come to resemble a modern folktale. Like a folktale, it has been put to many different uses by its many different narrators. The goal in recounting it here again is to do so as vividly and accurately as possible, clearing away the ephemeral, the apocryphal, and the merely anecdotal in order to focus on what can truly be known about the lives of four people whose overnight success caused them to pass from obscurity to ubiquity with little transition in between. Here especially, this book benefits from the tremendous amount of material about the Beatles that has been published over the last twenty years. That a great deal of this information is contradictory, implausible, or, in some cases, simply incredible has required that none of it be taken at face value; instead, every assertion has been assessed for its plausibility and its concurrence with other accounts. Particular attention has been paid to the reliability of sources, since the many retellings of the Beatles’ story do not lack for unreliable, self-serving, or reflexively revisionist narrators. In keeping with the conventional wisdom of writing about the past, greater weight has been given to primary sources and contemporary accounts than to memoirs and recollections—including those of the Beatles themselves. (As Paul McCartney once remarked, “I keep seeing pictures of myself shaking hands with Mitzi Gaynor [a minor celebrity of the time] and I think, ‘I didn’t know I met her.’ It’s that vague.”)

The second strand of the story centers on the Beatles’ music. This is an account of their early musical awakenings, idols, and influences, their apprenticeship as singers and accompanists in the clubs of Liverpool and Hamburg, their precocious flowering as songwriters, and their extraordinarily rapid and dynamic evolution as recording artists from 1963 onward. From the Beatles’ perspective, this is closest thing to the “inside story” of their lives. For while their fans, the press, and the public may often have wanted to see them as something else or something more, it was always as musicians that the Beatles saw themselves. Music was the passion that linked them to one another and brought them to the attention of the world, and from 1960 to 1970, more than any other activity, music was what they did. This strand of the story also involves the many ways that millions of listeners, including fans, critics, and fellow artists, responded to the Beatles’ music: what people experienced at their live performances and heard in the songs on their records, and how it was that they related this music to their own lives. An added virtue of putting the Beatles’ music at the center of their story is that the relevant materials—the eleven albums and twenty-three singles they recorded between 1962 and 1969, containing their definitive performances of 182 original songs—are so readily available to listeners and readers, sounding just as they did at the time.

The third and broadest perspective of this book focuses on what might be termed “the real outside story.” This comprises the social and cultural background, the conditions and developments that shaped the lives of the Beatles and determined the part they played in the history of their times. The years of their story coincided with a period of rampant social and cultural change in Britain and America, and throughout the industrialized world. In Britain this transformation began with the election in 1945 of a Labour government committed to dismantling the British Empire, reforming the British class system, and providing for the health and education of the populace through the creation of a socialist “welfare state.” It continued during the 1950s with the efforts of Conservative governments to promote the growth of an American-style consumer economy stimulated by the enticements of an American-style consumer culture; and it culminated during the 1960s with the emergence of London as a world capital of pop culture, ruled by an unruly elite of former “war babies” who were bent on taking their country’s new climate of expressive freedom to once unimaginable extremes. The Beatles began as creatures of this new social and cultural milieu; they wound up serving as the most prominent symbols of it for people all over the world.

The years of their story also coincided with a technological revolution, paced by advances in the field of electronics, that would transform the nature of everyday life during the second half of the twentieth century as dramatically as the utilization of electricity had transformed the nature of life during the first half of the century. To cite some obvious examples: the passenger jets on which the Beatles traveled to America, the long-playing records they sold in such profusion, and television shows like the one that allowed 74 million people to view them simultaneously from the comfort of their homes—all were freshly minted products of the postwar world. Tape recording, FM radio, and electrified musical instruments—these, too, were recent innovations whose creative potential remained largely unexplored. To a considerable extent, the Beatles’ ability to exert a new form of cultural power would turn on their ability to capitalize on these new technologies, and on the consolidation of these new technologies into a new kind of parallel universe, combining information, entertainment, and commercial advertising, that ordinary people first began referring to during the early 1960s as “the media.”

Finally, the years of the Beatles’ story coincided with the historic shift in Anglo-American relations precipitated by World War II, when the leading imperialist nation of the nineteenth century conclusively yielded its power and influence to the leading internationalist nation of the twentieth century. In 1939, Britain still ruled over the greatest sovereign empire the world had ever known, and the British people retained a sense of their country (whatever else they may have thought about it) as the most powerful nation on earth. In 1939 the United States remained a country still preoccupied with its own internal development and its recent efforts to recover from the disastrous social and economic consequences of the Great Depression. Within ten years everything had changed. Now Britain—its cities scarred, its wealth depleted, and its vitality sapped by the war—was turning its gaze inward as it abdicated its status as a Great Power, while the United States, its economy booming, its confidence bursting, had triumphantly assumed the mantle of world leadership.

This historic reversal of fortune transformed not only the political relationship between the two great English-speaking nations, but the unique cultural relationship between them as well. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, unimpeded by the need for translation, the dynamic and democratic sensibility of American popular culture had exerted a powerful influence on the imaginative lives of the British people, with American styles and American products dominating the British market for music and films. The Beatles themselves were a product of this influence, which intensified sharply in the years after World War II. But the democratization of postwar British society had given rise to a new generation of young people who were no longer content merely to watch and listen, and were now prepared to participate in this popular culture on their own terms. Just as Britain had once bequeathed one of the world’s great literary traditions to America, where it became infused with the native genius of writers like Poe and Wharton and Twain, America was now bequeathing one of the world’s great musical traditions to Britain, where a tight little band of young Liverpudlians stood ready to infuse that tradition with a native genius of their own.
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Now, you’ve got to keep in mind that Elvis Presley was probably, innately, the most introverted person that came into that studio. Because he didn’t play with bands. He didn’t go to this little club and pick and grin. All he did was sit with his guitar on the side of his bed at home.

—Sam Phillips





“Well since my baby left me …” The voice, unaccompanied but for the tinny flourish of piano that anchors the end of each line, was somehow bigger and riper with feeling than any voice its young listeners had ever heard. “Well I found a new place to dwell …” It projected an authority and an insolence that reached beyond the words themselves, and it came from a place beyond the realm of “entertainment” as they had ever conceived of the term. Now joined by a doomstruck bass line, the sound of that voice seemed only to grow larger and more menacing, yet closer and more confiding as well, as if—given the lurching slow-dance tempo of the music—the singer’s lips were pressed tight against the ear of the girl he now began to address, his words expressing a vengeful wish to make her feel the same way he was feeling in his room at the Heartbreak Hotel: “So lonely I could die.” Though such things had been said since time immemorial in the lives of ordinary people; and though similar expressions of such dire emotion could be found in a growing number of avowedly realistic novels, plays, and films; and though something very much like it had been available for years on the sorts of records that most people never heard (including earlier, more obscure records by this same singer)—the fact remained that no man had ever sounded this way, or spoken this way to a woman, in front of so many millions of listeners before.

Elvis Presley was the catalyst, not the originator, of the phenomenon called rock ’n’ roll. Three years before he made his first recordings, the term was being promoted by a Cleveland disc jockey named Alan Freed as a race-neutral pseudonym for the black rhythm and blues that Freed began beaming across a wide swath of the North American continent in 1951. In 1954, the year that Freed moved his radio show, “Moondog’s Rock ’n’ Roll Party,” to New York City, a white band singer named Bill Haley (himself a former disc jockey) recorded a pair of songs on the Decca label, one a novelty tune with a snappy tick-tock rhythm called “Rock Around the Clock,” the other a sanitized “cover” version of a current rhythm-and-blues hit by Joe Turner called “Shake, Rattle and Roll.” “Rock Around the Clock” failed to catch on at first, but Haley’s pallid rendition of “Shake, Rattle and Roll” became a hit record, rising into the Billboard Top Ten in the fall of 1954. The following year, “Rock Around the Clock” was featured on the soundtrack of a film called Blackboard Jungle—one of a spate of Hollywood movies designed to exploit the rising tide of public anxiety about juvenile delinquency in America. Placed in a suitably inflammatory context, the song caught fire, reaching number one on the pop charts in the summer of 1955, turning the chubby, thirtyish, tartan-jacketed Haley into the world’s first rock-’n’-roll star.

In the meantime, legend has it, an eighteen-year-old delivery truck driver named Elvis Aron Presley sauntered into the storefront offices of Sam Phillips’s Memphis Recording Service in the summer of 1953 to make an acetate of a song called “My Happiness” as a birthday present for his mom. (That Gladys Presley was born in the spring only burnishes the myth.) Sam Phillips, who operated his studio in conjunction with a small independent record label called Sun, had concerned himself to date with recording such talented Memphis-area bluesmen as Howlin’ Wolf and B.B. King. Elvis at first made little impression on him. But Elvis made enough of a pest of himself in the months ahead that Phillips eventually called up an aspiring guitarist he knew named Scotty Moore and asked him to work with the boy. In July of 1954, Presley, Moore, and a bassist named Bill Black came in for a recording test. Sam Phillips asked Elvis what he liked to sing. Elvis, it turned out, liked to sing most anything. He sang country songs in a keening tenor reminiscent of Bill Monroe, and pop ballads in a woozy baritone reminiscent of Dean Martin. Phillips started him out on a ballad, “I Love You Because.” The performance, like that of nearly every ballad Presley would ever record, was cloying and overdrawn. Then, during a break in the session, Elvis began to fool around with a blues song he knew called “That’s All Right”; Moore and Black fell in behind him, and Phillips rolled the tape.

Of the many astonishing things about Elvis Presley, nothing is more astonishing than the fact that Elvis “never did sing anywhere in public” (outside of a couple of high school talent shows) before he started making records with Sam Phillips at Sun. For all its romantic associations with dance halls and honky-tonks, rock ’n’ roll was born and reared as the child of records and radio. That the prime exponent of this new style of music should be a singer who possessed no prior professional experience was an anomaly; but it was also a telling sign of the way that record-making would change the very nature of music-making in the years ahead. Presley’s inexperience was all the more astonishing in light of the opinion held by many of his fans that he would never sound much better on a record than he did on “That’s All Right.” Not only were most of the mannerisms that would define his vocal style present at the creation—from the sudden swoops in register to the habit, derived from gospel singing, of starting his lines with a throat-clearing “well” that gave whatever followed the feeling of a retort; even more impressive was the extent to which his first professional recording was marked by the trait that has characterized every great popular singer: the absolute assertion of his personality over the song. From this it might be concluded that Presley was simply a “natural.” But the truth, as ever, was more complex than that.

For one thing, the recording Elvis made with Sam Phillips on that hot summer night in Memphis was made in a manner that would not have been technically possible only a few years before. Up through the end of the 1940s, commercial recording had relied upon a “direct to disc” process that was essentially a reversal of what happened when a record was played on a phonograph: the sound in the studio was converted first into electrical signals by a microphone and then into mechanical impulses by a stylus, which cut a sinuous groove in the surface of a spinning wax or acetate disc. Though this method offered audio engineers little opportunity to edit or enhance the finished product, it was quite adequate to a philosophy of recording whose main goal was to produce as accurate a record as possible of the performance taking place. An alternative technology, involving the use of magnetized wire, had been around for decades, but it was not until World War II that German engineers (working on behalf of Nazi propagandists) developed an efficient means of recording sound on reels of magnetic tape. After the war, this new technology was quickly refined, and by the early 1950s it had all but replaced the direct-to-disc process.

Tape recording revolutionized record-making in several ways. On a purely economic level, tape equipment was so affordable, portable, and easy to operate that small storefront recording studios sprang up in cities and towns across the United States. Many of the people who operated these studios had backgrounds in commercial radio, and it wasn’t long before they grew restless producing audio keepsakes of weddings and award ceremonies and began to think about trying their hand in the record business—drawing, like Sam Phillips, on the talent in their immediate area. A chain reaction occurred: tape spawned the storefront studios, the storefront studios spawned the independent labels, and the independent labels, by specializing in types of music the major labels (for various geographic, demographic, and aesthetic reasons) tended to ignore, spawned a record boom. This boom combined with a comparable trend toward decentralization and diversification in the radio broadcasting industry (caused by the advent of television) to propel the American music business into the Atomic Age.

Tape technology did more than decentralize the recording industry, however; it also helped to democratize record-making by adding a new kind of informality and flexibility to the recording process itself. The big commercial studios in NewYork and Los Angeles were owned by large corporations and run on a cost-effective basis that equated time with money. They relied on a professionalized cadre of engineers, arrangers, and sidemen who prided themselves, above all, on their efficiency. By comparison with these record factories, the owner-operators of storefront studios had a lot of free time on their hands—time to tinker with their equipment, audition and rehearse prospective talent, and, in the case of Sam Phillips, time to coax a historic performance out of a malleable young singer who had never sung in public before. What came to life in the course of that first Sun session was an entirely new vocal personality, as surprising to its creator as it would be to everyone else. “I never sang like [that] in my whole life until I made that record,” Presley said later. Awed by the capacity of modern recording technology to enhance the sound of their voices, something similar would happen to a great many other young, unformed singers—including the boys who became the Beatles—in the years ahead.

Sun Records released “That’s All Right” as a single in August 1954. Paired with an equally eclectic version of Bill Monroe’s “Blue Moon of Kentucky” on its flip side, the record caused an immediate commotion on the radio in Memphis and sold enough copies to qualify as a local hit. In the year that followed, it was succeeded by four more Presley singles on Sun: “Good Rockin’ Tonight,” “Milkcow Blues Boogie,” “Baby Let’s Play House,” and “Mystery Train.” All were blues that had previously been recorded by black artists; all were performed in the hybrid “rockabilly” style of “That’s All Right”; and all were paired with country songs on their flip sides. Together with a weekly spot on the Louisiana Hayride radio show and live appearances at high school dances and county fairs throughout the South, these records established Elvis Presley as a regional sensation by the end of 1955. Yet the modest success of these singles—none of which prior to “Mystery Train” sold more than 25,000 copies—put Sam Phillips in a bind. Independent labels like Sun were dependent on a network of wholesale distributors who only paid for the records they handled if and when they sold. This meant that Phillips was constantly strapped for cash to pay for the pressing and promotion of a product whose cost he could only hope to recoup several months down the line. By the end of 1955, Presley’s success in the South had drawn a whole pride of hillbilly cats to the Sun label—singers like Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Johnny Cash—any one of whom, Phillips believed, could do what Elvis had done. So when RCA Victor offered him the princely sum of $35,000 for Presley’s contract, Phillips jumped at the chance. The deal was brokered by a former carnival barker, pet-cemetery operator, and country music impresario named “Colonel” Tom Parker who was gradually assuming command of Presley’s business affairs.

As one of the half-dozen major labels that dominated the American record market in 1955, RCA had a country music division based in Nashville. The label turned Elvis over to its Nashville production staff and in January 1956 he recorded “Heartbreak Hotel.” Its release was coordinated with a series of appearances on network television shows that exposed the American public to the provocative visual image that complemented Presley’s provocative musical style: the infamous pelvic gyrations, the outlandish clothes and pompadoured hair, the hurting eyes and the lopsided grin, poised between a leer and a sneer, that functioned as a kind of generational Rorschach test. The effect of this television exposure was overwhelming. “Heartbreak Hotel” vaulted to the top of the Billboard charts in April and held there throughout the spring. Over the next eighteen months, by never failing to have a record or two in the American Top Ten, Elvis Presley would completely redefine the amount of attention that a twenty-one-year-old white boy from a place like Tupelo, Mississippi, could expect to receive from the world.

As a matter of course, RCA offered “Heartbreak Hotel” to EMI, the major British label with which it enjoyed a reciprocal licensing deal. Released in May 1956, the record was an immediate hit in Britain, where its popularity was all the more remarkable for the fact that it received little direct airplay on BBC radio, which preferred to broadcast live renditions of current releases by in-house studio bands. This meant that Presley’s performance of “Heartbreak Hotel”—the only performance that mattered—was first heard mainly on the jukeboxes of dance halls and coffee bars and on the nightly English-language broadcasts of Radio Luxembourg, a clear-channel commercial station that provided the youth of Britain with a service comparable to that of Radio Free Europe in reverse. It was five hundred miles from Luxembourg to Liverpool, but on most nights the signal carried tolerably well, accompanied by just enough static to enhance the aura of mystery that surrounded rock ’n’ roll. Thirteen years after the release of “Heartbreak Hotel,” a leading theorist of mass communications asked a leading practitioner of mass communications how he got his start. “I heard Elvis Presley,” John Lennon told Marshall McLuhan. “There were a lot of other things going on, but that was the conversion. I kind of dropped everything.”

THE SAME MONTH that “Heartbreak Hotel” entered the British Top Ten, John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger opened at the Royal Court Theater in London, marking the theatrical debut of a literary sensibility that would henceforth be known by the catchphrase “Angry Young Men.” Look Back in Anger confronted its audiences with a new kind of English protagonist. “He is a disconcerting mixture of sincerity and cheerful malice, of tenderness and free-booting cruelty,” John Osborne wrote of his character Jimmy Porter. “To some he may seem sensitive to the point of vulgarity. To others he is simply a loudmouth.” Set in a shabby, one-room flat in an unnamed Midlands town, the play consists largely of Jimmy’s sardonic tirades against the deadness and complacency of contemporary English life. He directs these outbursts at his timid wife, Alison, who irons while he rants, and at his best friend, Cliff, whose periodic pleas for peace and quiet set Jimmy off anew, since peace and quiet is the very thing that Jimmy is railing against. “It’s such a long time since I was with anyone who got enthusiastic about anything!” he shouts in the opening act. “Nobody thinks. Nobody cares. No convictions, no beliefs, and no enthusiasm!” Over the course of the play, it emerges that this bilious character is the product of a middle-class mother and a working-class father (who died when Jimmy was ten); that he attended a provincial university, where he played the trumpet in a Dixieland jazz band; and that after trying his hand at journalism and advertising, he now prefers to scrape out a living by running a sweet stall in the town market, presumably out of contempt for the concessions he would have to make to get on in the middle-class world. His Oxford-educated wife is the symbol of that world; she is the daughter of a retired Indian Army colonel who left England on the eve of the First World War and didn’t return until the end of the Second—a “sturdy old plant left over from the Edwardian Wilderness” whom Jimmy professes to despise but secretly rather likes. Embittered by the efforts of Alison’s family to discourage their marriage, Jimmy treats his wife “like a hostage from those sections of society [he’s] declared war on.”

The dramatic impact of Look Back in Anger stemmed from the defiant authenticity of Jimmy’s personality and the sheer abusiveness of his tirades, which exposed English playgoers to a type of strong language and bad behavior they had previously learned to associate with American drama and films. As such, the play was perceived as a frontal assault on the essential gentility (defined by one critic as the “belief that life is always more or less orderly, people always more or less polite, their emotions more or less decent and more or less controllable”) that had prevailed in English literary culture since the end of World War I. John Osborne and his director, Tony Richardson, were strongly influenced by the work of Tennessee Williams, and Jimmy Porter (as played by the actor Kenneth Haigh) came off as a kind of anglicized Marlon Brando character, his verbal aggression analogous to the physical aggression Brando brought to the role of Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire.

The wider cultural impact of Look Back in Anger stemmed from the understanding that Jimmy Porter represented a new kind of social, as well as theatrical, type—an understanding facilitated by the Angry Young Man designation, which was applied by the press to the playwright and his character alike. “The salient thing about Jimmy Porter,” wrote the critic Kenneth Tynan, “was that we—the under-thirty generation in Britain—recognized him on sight. We had met him; we had pub-crawled with him; we had shared bed-sitting-rooms with him. For the first time the theatre was speaking to us in our own language, on our own terms.” Tynan went on to describe Jimmy as a spokesman for “the new intelligentsia created by free education and state scholarships … young Britons who came of age under a Socialist government, yet found, when they went out into the world, that the class-system was still mysteriously intact.” Look Back in Anger helped to turn the phenomenon of the working-class “scholarship boy” into a national talking point.

As an attack upon complacency and an expression of disillusionment among the educated young, the work of the Angry writers in Britain—a group that included, in addition to Osborne, the playwrights Arnold Wexler and Harold Pinter and the novelists Alan Sillitoe and John Braine—showed clear similarities to the work of the Beat writers in America. (A popular paperback anthology of the period was in fact predicated on the link between The Beat Generation and the Angry Young Men.) Notwithstanding his astonishing lack of cool, Jimmy Porter with his jazz trumpet and his verbal lust for life was the closest thing in Britain to the sort of existential hipster that embodied the Beat ideal: “mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved,” as Jack Kerouac defined it in On the Road. Among the meaningful parallels between the Angries and the Beats was the tendency of both groups to extol a form of authenticity that was not only young and disaffected but also categorically male. Like the women in Kerouac’s novels, the women in Osborne’s plays exist purely as foils for the personalities of the men.

Considering the simultaneity of their arrival in the public eye, it would seem a short step from the defiant lower-class masculinity of Jimmy Porter to that of Elvis Presley, who didn’t have to go to a university to learn how to use women as a foil for his personality. Yet in Britain at the time—as in America, where Look Back in Anger enjoyed a successful run on Broadway the following year—these two vivid cultural protagonists were seen to inhabit totally separate worlds. However great his admiration for the vitality of postwar American theater and prewar American jazz, John Osborne shared with most British writers, artists, and intellectuals of his day—young or old, angry or not—a disdain for such vulgar manifestations of American popular culture as rock ’n’ roll. As yet, what Kenneth Tynan called “the new intelligentsia” was no more capable than the old of grasping the cultural affinities between Stanley Kowalski and Elvis Presley, or, for that matter, between “St. James Infirmary” and “Heartbreak Hotel.”

“HEARTBREAK HOTEL” AND Look Back in Anger were only two of the cultural milestones that made 1956 a signal year in Britain, the sort of year that journalists and historians like to evoke by name: “the first moment in history after the Second World War,” wrote one, “about which there is anything like a persistent myth.” At the core of that myth, linking a great confluence of events and influences, was a coming-to-terms with the political, economic, and cultural imperatives of the new American Age. “The social revolution of 1945, though profound, took ten years to show its effects on spending,” wrote the journalist Anthony Sampson. “Then, within two years, the credit squeeze ended, skyscrapers rushed up, supermarkets spread over cities, newspapers became fatter or died, commercial television began making millions… . After the big sleep many people welcomed any novelty, [and] any piece of Americanization seemed an enterprising change.” Some signs of this “Americanization” were obvious, such as the fervid public welcomes given to visiting celebrities like the evangelist Billy Graham and the film star Marilyn Monroe. Others were more subtle, even furtive, like the theme of an art exhibition called “This Is Tomorrow” that opened in London in the summer of 1956, presenting work by a pair of artists, Richard Hamilton and Eduardo Paolozzi, whose mutual fascination with the hyperbolic aesthetics of American mass culture would eventually earn them recognition as two of the founding fathers of Pop Art.

For the average Briton, however, the most ubiquitous source of American influence emanated nightly from the jingle and jabber of commercial television, which came on the air in the fall of 1955, feeding its viewers a steady diet of American-made or American-inspired westerns, quiz shows, and crime dramas; subjecting a population long insulated by the government ban on commercial broadcasting to the full force of American-style advertising and its attendant consumer ideology. Within five years, three-quarters of all British households would possess a tiny window on the American Way of Life. To the despair of many intellectuals, this flood tide of American influence was embraced with seemingly boundless enthusiasm by the British populace. “The most compelling social characteristic of the British people today,” wrote Alistair Cooke in the Manchester Guardian, “is not the wide gamut of native qualities and habits but the greater range of American habits, customs, and conventions they seem to have incorporated, without complaint, since the war.” “There was a tremendous romance about America,” recalled the novelist Ray Gosling. “America was the place we all wanted to be.”
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I was bored on the 9th of Octover 1940 when, I believe, the Nasties were still booming us led by Madalf Heatlump (who only had one). Anyway, they didn’t get me. I attended to varicous schools in Liddypol. And still didn’t pass—much to my Aunties supplies.

—John Lennon





In all but name, the Beatles began with the friendship of John Lennon and Paul McCartney, who met in July 1957 at a garden fête at St. Peter’s Church in the Liverpool suburb of Woolton, where Lennon’s skiffle group, the Quarry Men, had been invited to perform. There was a photograph taken of the Quarry Men that day. It shows a six-piece group—two guitars, banjo, washboard, tea-chest bass, and drums—standing on a low outdoor stage, surrounded by a crowd of young children. Five of the players are hunched over their instruments, oblivious to the camera. Alone at the microphone, dressed in his favorite plaid shirt, a tousle-haired sixteen-year-old John Lennon stares intently into the lens.

John Winston Lennon was indeed born in Liverpool in October 1940, the first and only child of Alfred and Julia Lennon, who had known each another casually for more than ten years and had been married, also rather casually, for two. Five feet four inches tall and twenty-seven years old at the time, Alf Lennon was a self-styled charmer and man of the world. As the youngest of five sons in an Irish Protestant family, he had been placed by his mother in Liverpool’s Bluecoat Orphanage after his father died when he was nine. Since leaving the orphanage in 1927, he had worked as a busboy, waiter, and steward on the Atlantic passenger lines. Julia Lennon (or Julie as she was called) was two years his junior—the pretty, free-spirited daughter of George Stanley, a former marine salvage inspector, and his wife Annie, whose family came from Wales. The Stanleys considered themselves to be a respectable lower-middle-class family, and they thoroughly disapproved of Julia’s choice in men.

Accounts differ as to how Alf Lennon came to be absent from Liverpool at the time of his son’s birth. Alf’s version was a stirring tale that began with his being stranded in New York at the start of World War II, interned for a spell on Ellis Island, pressed into service on a freighter bound for North Africa, falsely accused of pilfering liquor from the ship’s stores, and unjustly sentenced to a term in jail—although somewhere in this saga he must have returned to Liverpool to play his part in the conception of his son, since possibly the only thing about Alf that was never in doubt was his paternity of John. The Stanley family’s version of Alf ’s absence was somewhat more prosaic. It was always their contention that he simply ran away to sea. As for John Lennon’s impression that the Luftwaffe was attendant at his birth, this portentous piece of Stanley family lore (later embellished by John’s aunt Mimi with exploding parachute mines) is contradicted by every reliable account of the blitz in Liverpool. But together with Alf ’s version of his war experiences, it does suggest that a talent for self-dramatization ran strong in both bloodlines.

With Alf away at sea, Julia lived with her recently widowed father on a block of terraced houses on the south side of Liverpool, in the area known as Penny Lane. She cared for her child with the help of her four sisters, the eldest of whom, Mary, known in the family as Mimi, took a special interest in John. In 1944, Julia had a fling with a Welsh soldier that resulted in the birth of a daughter, Victoria, who was quickly put up for adoption and never heard from again. A year later, Julia took up with a man named Bobby Dykins and sent John to live with Mimi and her husband, George Smith, who had no children of their own. Though members of the Dykins family would later maintain that John was in fact taken by Mimi with the help of the local child-welfare authorities, there is nothing to suggest that either Julia or her new boyfriend, who worked as a hotel waiter, had any compelling interest in caring for her son. Not long after John moved in with the Smiths, however, in the summer of 1946, Alf Lennon showed up out of the blue and announced his intention of taking the boy on a holiday to Blackpool. Uncertain of her say in the matter, Mimi let them go. When Alf failed to return with John on the appointed day, Julia followed them to Blackpool and a traumatic scene ensued. According to Alf (who later recounted this story without a hint of shame), he told his five-year-old son to choose between accompanying his mother back to Liverpool or going “to New Zealand” with him. After a moment of hesitation, John opted for Liverpool, and returned to live with the Smiths. Though they never actually married, Julia and Bobby Dykins soon started a family of their own, and John saw his mother “sporadically” during the rest of his childhood years. Alf Lennon remained a model of parental discretion: John would be a millionaire before he heard from his father again.

George and Mimi Smith lived in a pleasant, four-bedroom, semi-detached house called “Mendips” on Menlove Avenue in Woolton, where George’s family owned and operated a commercial dairy. (Prior to their marriage in 1939, Mimi had worked as a nurse in a convalescent hospital and as a private secretary to a Liverpool businessman.) Situated on gently rolling land about five miles southeast of the city center, Woolton was regarded as an upscale suburb; along with the neighboring areas of Allerton and Childwell, it had been incorporated into the city some forty years before, and parts of it retained a decidedly rural character. Though it fronted on a busy road, the Smiths’ house was surrounded by fields and woods
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