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Preface

When two great Saints meet, it is a humbling experience. The long battles to prove he was a saint . . .

PAUL MCCARTNEY, DEDICATION TO TWO VIRGINS, 1968

When John Lennon presented his fellow beatles with the cover art for Unfinished Music No. 1: Two Virgins in November of 1968, everybody recoiled. McCartney’s quote sat beneath Lennon and his lover, Yoko Ono, holding hands naked in their bedroom with postcoital grins. EMI’s lordly chairman, Sir Joseph Lockwood, refused to distribute the record, pronouncing John and Yoko “ugly.” In America, Capitol Records balked, and even when the album was shipped through an independent distributor, New Jersey authorities confiscated thirty thousand copies, declaring the cover “obscene.” Controversy subsumed the record’s experimental sounds. Nobody could understand why Lennon would deliberately extend the public-relations debacle he had already created by leaving his British wife and child for the Japanese-American “conceptual artist,” especially on the eve of the first Beatles album in eighteen months, the double White Album (originally The Beatles).

Time has papered over the photograph’s insolence: Lennon was pouring acid on the Beatle myth, demonstrating how shallow and ridiculous pop stardom seemed even as his band hit new creative peaks. This would be just the first of many media campaigns he waged to kick his way out of the Beatles.

That July of 1968, when this insouciant photograph was taken, the Beatles were slogging through the “poisonous” White Album sessions that prompted EMI engineer Geoff Emerick to quit in a huff. Drummer Ringo Starr walked out soon thereafter. The Lennon and McCartney songwriting collaboration had long since trailed off into independent work, even though the songs still bore the trademark Lennon-McCartney authorship. Increasingly, their partnership had graduated from aesthetic one-upmanship to outright conflict: in that same hectic period, the band vetoed Lennon’s first rendition of “Revolution” as too slow, and even the blazing remake sat on the flip side of McCartney’s “Hey Jude,” the band’s revitalizing summer single.

To the others, this widening rift coincided with Yoko Ono’s divisive presence. Lennon could not have chosen a more passive-aggressive way to disrupt the group’s chemistry. Yoko planted herself not only at recording sessions but at private group demos and Apple business meetings, offering comments as if she were a de facto member of the band. Not even the “Beatle wives” had ever been granted such access. She roamed the EMI studios unfettered, without so much as an introduction to George Martin, the band’s producer.

But whatever resentments among the band, the bond between Lennon and Ono was already immune to protest.

By now, some forty years after the group’s breakup, the Lennon legend has graduated into myth of an entirely different order than the one that turned him into an international rock star, the one he retired from for the last five years of his life to raise his son Sean. On the radio, he sings to us from some idealized Tower of Song, frozen in time and memory like Buddy Holly or Eddie Cochran, those creative martyrs who haunted his own impressionable adolescence.

The remaining three Beatles reunited in the mid-1990s to tell their own version of their story with the Anthology video and book, the band’s story tunneled into nostalgia. In 2000, the greatest-hits album 1 became the fastest-selling CD in history, reached number one in twenty-eight countries, and went on to sell more than thirty-one million copies worldwide, the best-selling album of the decade in the United States. At decade’s end, the Beatles became the best-selling band of the new millennium. (This would be the last release guitarist George Harrison oversaw directly; he died in November of 2001.) In 2006, the Cirque du Soleil’s Love began selling out six shows a week in a Las Vegas theater with a customized sound system by producer George Martin and his son, Giles. Its remashed sound track became still another huge hit.

Lennon’s own story, of course, had passed through rock’s looking glass long before. He hovered over every frame of the Anthology, and his familiar quotes heaved with subtext: it was hard to imagine Lennon participating in such a whitewashed, sentimental project devoted to enshrining a myth he had done so much to puncture during his lifetime. His post-Beatle revolts linked the personal with the aesthetic: he first ran off with Yoko Ono, then married her the week after McCartney married Linda Eastman, then howled at the demise of the Beatles (on 1970’s blistering Plastic Ono Band) even as he subtly helped to engineer it. He rebuilt his peacenik/politico façade while ridiculing his former partner McCartney (in “How Do You Sleep?”), before careening into a hackneyed drunken-celebrity “lost weekend” in the early 1970s. Finally, after winning a long immigration battle with the Nixon administration, he washed up onto the shores of storybook “monogamy” and parenthood during a five-year sabbatical. His assassination in 1980 quelled Beatle reunion rumors, but only temporarily.

In the fall of 2009, the Beatles’ entire sixties recording catalog was remastered in luminous digital audio, updating the flat CD mixes that had circulated since the late 1980s. These joint releases sent both Lennon’s myth and his Beatle legacy into yet another orbit, reigniting stalwart fans and breeding a vast young listenership. Scholars who had studied these recordings for decades suddenly heard previously unnoticed details, alongside a new vocal and instrumental physicality. New ideas came to the fore, and lingering contradictions commanded fresh attention. The finely blended close harmonies on “This Boy” and “Nowhere Man” took on new immediacy; McCartney’s guitar solos on “Taxman” and “Good Morning Good Morning” suddenly seemed richer, grittier, and downright contemporary. Alongside elaborately detailed sessionographies like The Complete Beatles Recording Sessions by Mark Lewisohn (1992) and Recording the Beatles by Kevin Ryan and Brian Kehew (2006), these remasters confirmed how profoundly the Lennon-McCartney recording catalog transcended its era.

Britons have come to rank the Beatles just after Shakespeare as a core element of their national identity, but few feel challenged to explain how a rock career, once culture’s most defiled profession, now sits comfortably next to one of Western culture’s highest achievements. Lennon’s childhood is generally known to be “traumatic,” but even some of the better biographers give his primal separation scene (between his father, Alfred Lennon, and his mother, Julia Stanley Lennon, in an uncle’s Blackpool home in June of 1946) a paragraph at most. This black hole of emotional loss swallows up all his intimacies. He spent his life adopting father figures and mourning his mother, who died in an accident when he was seventeen. “I lost my mother twice,” he once said; and like a lot of his lyrics, these words are truer than many fans appreciate.

In many of his key intimate relationships—with songwriting partner Paul McCartney, manager Brian Epstein, drummer Ringo Starr, and first wife Cynthia Powell—Lennon balanced alliances with fragile affections; he seemed to spend almost two-thirds of his Beatle tenure surrounded by people he wished to avoid. As his first marriage fell apart, Lennon’s reliance on McCartney also began to fall away, even as McCartney’s support for his eccentricities strengthened. (One intriguing subtext of “Hey Jude” involves McCartney’s affection for Cynthia and his fatherly sympathy toward Julian.) Their showbiz feud over control of their publishing catalog belies their friendship. And Lennon’s influence on McCartney is far more pronounced, and remarked upon, than McCartney’s subtler influence on Lennon. As they entered their epic feud, Lennon made sure Ringo Starr drummed on his 1970 “divorce” album, Plastic Ono Band; but Lennon never appeared on a single McCartney solo album, or vice versa.

These relationships inflect Lennon’s music in chimerical ways: he does some of his best writing while strung out on drugs as his first marriage collapses throughout 1966 (“She Said She Said,” “Tomorrow Never Knows,” “Strawberry Fields Forever”). Alternatively, the late period (1975–80), where he commits himself to fathering and private life, sees a lull in musical craft. How best to understand Lennon’s music in regard to his life? Where does the music illuminate the life, and where does it veer off into myth?

Beyond his music, Lennon’s talent as a cartoonist, illustrator, lithographer, and collage artist influenced every aspect of his work. His songs carve out richly textured spaces of sound, which spring from a lifelong interest in pop and modern art. With his art-school classmate Stu Sutcliffe, Lennon roamed Hamburg’s museums in 1960, talking about how rock ’n’ roll seemed poised to fulfill modern art’s promise. One night, Sutcliffe recognized the artist Eduardo Paolozzi at a nightclub with students, and approached him about his work, long before Paolozzi became a touchstone for Andy Warhol. This visual arc runs from Sutcliffe on through the classic Beatle pop art of Peter Blake (the Sgt. Pepper cover) and Richard Hamilton (the White Album package) and the Magritte-inspired Apple logo, and gives Lennon’s second marriage, to New York City–based conceptual artist Ono, hints of fate.

In chasing down all these threads of Lennon’s story, several important sources have fallen out of print and general notice. Pete Shotton, Lennon’s childhood friend from Woolton, wrote a memoir back in 1982 called In My Life, which details many fascinating scrapes and insights into Julia Stanley’s sister, Aunt Mimi, the prim hypocrite who wound up raising John. Alfred Lennon’s 1991 memoir, Daddy Come Home, relates his side of the child’s story, the Blackpool episode, and the brief skirmishes between father and son as adults.

Beyond the music, many journalists dismiss the counterculture Lennon helped inspire, or how his songs snared key youth movement tensions (from “You Can’t Do That” and “And Your Bird Can Sing” on through “Revolution,” “Imagine,” “Woman Is the Nigger of the World,” and “Beautiful Boy”). This would be like covering Muhammad Ali without referencing his immense civil rights status. The new era of scholarship ushered in by EMI’s 2009 remasters, compressed onto a single green USB flash drive, earned comparison of Beatle recordings to popular work by Charlie Chaplin, Alfred Hitchcock, Duke Ellington, and Louis Armstrong. Surely Lennon would chuckle at how “respectable” the rock world has become since his death, which might be the price of his music’s resilience.

With his Beatles and beyond, Lennon remains a defining legend for our time: we return to it to tell ourselves our most cherished stories about how we grew up, came of age, and became adults. The music, of course, remains enchanting enough to revisit Lennon and the Beatles as a source of meaning in the modern era. But how much can it really tell us about Lennon’s intellectual and emotional life? Where does his life align with his art, and where does his songwriting balloon into grandiose self-mythology? Can the music begin to tell us how it felt to be Lennon, or just how he wanted us to experience him? Can the British “John Lennon” be reconciled with his American persona? What do the overlaps and contradictions tell us about his accomplishment? These biographical questions beguile a music critic, and exploring these tensions has only made Lennon’s songs seem richer, more demanding, less encumbered by the tensions of his era.

Tim Riley

Concord, Massachusetts

2011






PART ONE

PRE-BEATLES

1940–1959







Chapter 1

No Reply

The worst pain is that of not being wanted, of realizing your parents do not need you in the way you need them. When I was a child I experienced moments of not wanting to see the ugliness. . . . This lack of love went into my eyes and into my mind.

—JOHN LENNON, 19711

Liverpool was a desperate place on October 9, 1940, when Julia Stanley Lennon gave birth to her first and only son, at the Oxford Maternity Home. For the third month in a row, the Nazis were raining bombs on the city, trying to disrupt supply lines through Liverpool’s sprawling port system, with its direct access to the Irish Sea. Built up around the River Mersey’s deep estuary, thirty miles across at its widest point and navigable by oceangoing vessels, the Port of Liverpool was a critical point of entry for the beleaguered nation’s food and fuel; the Allies called it their “Atlantic approach.” In targeting Liverpool, Hitler hoped to starve Britain into submission and yoke the island into his European conquests.

The first bombs fell on Liverpool in August, a mere two months before Julia gave birth. Hitler dropped 454 tons of high explosives and 1,029 tons of incendiaries on the town, more than the Luftwaffe dropped on any other British city that month, including London. Throughout the following weeks, in a relentless barrage, the German bombs savaged dockyards, factories, and airfields, destroyed both a children’s convalescent home and a jail. The wreckage left thousands of Julia Stanley Lennon’s neighbors homeless, more than half of them from “the Bootle,” the hardest-hit neighborhood and home of most of the docks’ workforce. Many of these workers relocated to outlying towns, and ten thousand commuted back to the wharves daily to keep the docks running for the rest of the war.2

The terrified population buckled down to maintain some semblance of normal life, tending their shops and gardens, unsure how long the bombing would last. Remarkably, most historians report high morale throughout that fall.3 But underneath, Liverpool, not to mention the rest of England, was panicked by what the war might bring: whether Britain would still be Britain or, like most of Europe and much of North Africa, a Vichy-like satellite or appendage to the Third Reich.

On October 8, 1940, the day before John Lennon was born, the BBC radio broadcast Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s address to the House of Commons. Churchill promised that the cities devastated by German bombs would “rise from their ruins, more healthy, and, I hope, more beautiful.”4 In Liverpool and cities like it, where the bombing seemed endless, Churchill’s words injected the careworn citizenry with a newly found courage. “So hypnotic was the force of his words,” Isaiah Berlin later wrote, “so strong his faith, that by the sheer intensity of his eloquence he bound his spell upon them until it seemed to them he was indeed speaking what was in their hearts and minds. If it was there, it was largely dormant until he had awoken it within them.”5

Julia Stanley Lennon—called Judy by her four sisters—was raised in a stable middle-class family. Her paternal grandfather, William Henry Stanley, had been a solicitor’s clerk and an amateur musician, who taught his musical granddaughter Judy how to play the banjo. William Henry had moved his family out of the dockyard slums by the time his son George married Annie Jane Milward. George and Annie moved one step farther out, to Toxteth, then a neighborhood of row houses, semidetached “cottages,” and tidy parks south of the city center. The family lived within walking distance of the Queen and Albert docks, where George worked at the Liverpool and Glasgow Salvage Association, initially as a diver and then as the leader of a salvage crew, raising sunken vessels from the ocean floor. Judy, the fourth daughter of five girls, arrived in 1914, after Mimi, Elizabeth, and Anne but ahead of Harriet. George’s work, however, was so arduous and required such long, relentless hours that his daughters regarded him as another man at sea. Like so many Liverpool families in similar situations, the Stanleys functioned as a typical dockside matriarchy.

George never owned property, which made the Stanleys’ respectability tenuous and that much more precious. In England’s tenaciously class-conscious society, in which one’s “place” was finely parsed and underlined by every interaction with one’s “betters,” the worst thing you could be was “common.” Having escaped that fate, the Stanleys were determined never to slip back. John Lennon’s first wife, Cynthia, recalled that his aunt Mimi’s harshest reproof was to not be common.6

The Stanleys’ status anxiety reflected Liverpool’s own social insecurity. A grimy city filled with transients and immigrants, descendants of slave traders, Americans from the nearby Burtonwood Air Force Base, and the occupants of some disreputable rooming houses, Liverpool was perceived by England’s ruling elite as a sorry by-product of the Industrial Revolution. The city was useful because of its bustling port but, even compared with nearby Manchester, Liverpool was short on cultural prestige and beneath the notice of the country’s aristocracy. “It was in England but not exactly of it,” observes Jan Morris, “being a boisterous and sometimes explosive mix of nationalities—Irish, Welsh, Chinese, African and many more—and it had been built upon the most ruthless kind of capitalist enterprise.”7 As the hub of the North American slave trade, Liverpool nursed long-standing moral and class resentments.

Long before the city was ravaged by the war, the prevailing Liverpool character carried a chip on its shoulder, conveyed in an embittered, comic language studded with class antipathy—the perfect incubator for John’s personality. Dockers spoke a thickly accented brogue called Scouse, immediately recognizable as a working-class tongue, rich with suggestive street slang, its own obscenities and many colorful non sequiturs. Often mistaken for London Cockney, a garden-variety low-class accent, Scouse more resembles the rich tonal inflections of its Irish ancestry. The ends of declamatory sentences often rise up like questions, which lends Scouse conversation musicality and innate self-mockery. As an adult, even though he had not grown up on the docks and his accent was far less pronounced, Lennon often spoke Scouse to “take the piss out of” someone whom he thought ridiculous. Like most Scousers, he enjoyed confirming people’s worst assumptions about low-class northerners. All Scousers nursed a fierce local pride—one that Lennon adopted as his own.

During Liverpool’s shipbuilding heyday, which lasted from 1881 to 1921, the local elite had erected an array of monumental public buildings proclaiming the respectability of the city and its leading citizens. During those same decades of prosperity, Liverpool sprouted a ring of leafy suburbs, claimed from fallow fields that had been overfarmed for two centuries and no longer supported the dairy trade that had anchored the region’s economy since the Middle Ages. With prosperity, the city’s population grew, spawning a new class of teachers, accountants, tailors, clerks, watchmakers, and grocers who strove toward a higher standard of living—and to separate themselves from the nation’s common image of working-class Liverpudlians.

George Stanley’s brood joined this great social migration toward middle-class respectability, but fun-loving Judy had no interest in abiding by the rules of decorum that governed “respectable” people. Self-confident and self-absorbed, small-boned and pretty, she cut a striking figure with her high heels, gleaming red nail polish, and auburn hair cut in stylish imitation of the movie stars of the day. “People used to turn back for another look at her,” John’s cousin Leila Harvey reported. “When some cheeky boy gave her a wolf whistle, she would say, ‘Hmmm, not bad yourself.’ ”8 Judy Stanley was determined to do as she pleased, and one thing she liked to do was provoke her parents. Alfred Lennon, a young man with no skills, no connections, and no “class,” was ready-made to outrage the Stanleys’ carefully wrought propriety.

Alfred was born in 1912, the fourth of six surviving children of Jack Lennon Jr., an Irish shipping clerk. Jack was musical, and had spent the 1890s touring the United States as a singer with Andrew Robertson’s “Kentucky Minstrels,” a traveling act that played vaudeville venues and country fairs. Although little information survives about this troupe, the act donned blackface to perform popular minstrel material to American audiences for an uncanny musical foreshadow.

Around 1900, John’s paternal grandfather moved back to Britain with an American wife, whose name has been lost. Rather than return to Ireland, Jack Jr. found work as a shipping clerk in Liverpool, which by then was known as “Little Ireland.”9 After the death of his first wife, Jack married his Irish housekeeper, Mary “Polly” McGuire, who bore him eight children, six of whom survived. In 1917, after a life spent clerking, singing, touring, and drinking, Jack fell dead at sixty-two from “liver disease,” the era’s polite euphemism for advanced alcoholism. Polly was overwhelmed. Alone now, with four children to support (her eldest, George, was sixteen and old enough to work) and another on the way, she gave five-year-old Alf and his two-year-old sister, Edith, over to the Blue Coat Orphanage, a charitable institution for children of the poor, in an act of desperation that would be repeated a generation later. From then on, young Alf and Edith saw their mother and other siblings only on holidays, although their brothers Sydney and Charles remained constant figures throughout Alf’s life. Although no Dickensian workhouse, the Blue Coat adhered to strict regimens—especially tough by today’s standards—which prompted Alf to attempt more than one escape.10

From the start, young Alf also had health problems. As a boy playing in the soot-darkened streets of industrial Liverpool, he’d developed rickets, a disease caused by inadequate exposure to the sun’s ultraviolet rays and made worse by poor diet. Rickets shorten and deform the weight-bearing limbs, and the orphanage put Alf in leg braces for straightening until he was twelve. Even so, as a full-grown man he was only five feet, two inches tall, six inches shorter than his famous son, and both his legs curved outward (think Charlie Chaplin’s Tramp, whose bowlegs symbolized privation).

Like his father, Jack, Alf loved to sing. When he was fourteen and out on a weekend pass from the Blue Coat, his brother Sydney took him backstage after hearing the Will Murray Gang, a song-and-dance act at the Liverpool Empire. Alf plunged into a rendition of “I Do Like to Be Beside the Seaside,” and his plucky presentation persuaded Murray to offer him a slot in the show. The next day, Alf grabbed his harmonica, fled the orphanage, and headed to Glasgow to join the band.

Orphanage officers quickly caught up with him and dragged him back, berating him in front of his classmates. None of this quenched Alf’s thirst for freedom and fun, which marked the rest of his life and echoed down into his son’s persona.11 In this break from the narrow confines of his childhood, Alf, the stunted child, the unwanted boy who’d been sent away and locked into leg braces, ran, as his son later would, toward all the things that his life at the orphanage lacked—adventure, independence, music. He would be on the run, more or less, for the rest of his days, chasing a long string of small-time scams, always looking for the “big break” that would free him from a perpetual hand-to-mouth existence.

Alf met Judy in 1927, when she was thirteen and he was fifteen. Their meeting, though entirely accidental, seemed almost foreordained. He was strolling in Sefton Park, one of Liverpool’s ample expanses of public green, south of the Toxteth Park Cemetery near the Penny Lane roundabout. After ten years and two escape attempts, he’d finally left the Blue Coat for good and found work as a bellboy at the Adelphi Hotel. He was taking a stroll, seeing what else the world had to offer. “I had just bought myself a cigarette holder and a bowler hat and I fancied my chances,” Julia’s daughter and namesake quotes Alf as saying in her memoirs.12

A friend was teaching Alf how to pick up girls when they spotted the pretty redhead lounging on a bench by the boat lake. Before Alf even had a chance to try his new moves, the girl called out to him, telling him he looked silly. He responded that she looked lovely and sat down on the bench. If he wanted to sit next to her, the girl said, he’d have to take off his hat. Without hesitating, Alf Lennon stood up and threw his new hat into the lake, which made Judy Stanley laugh. With that impulsive flourish, he won her over.13

They suited each other’s needs. Besides sharing a wayward sense of fun, they were both trying to eclipse their pasts: Alf was on the lam from the deprivations of the orphanage, while Judy wanted to slip free of the claustrophobic, post-Victorian embrace of her respectable parents. What better way for Alf to exercise his independence than by hooking up with a stylish, fun-loving girl determined to defy her family? The Stanleys saw themselves as much higher-class than an orphan-bred boy with no family to speak of. To Judy, this only made Alf more desirable. She enjoyed his irreverence and off-color sense of humor while at the same time taunting her family. They dated on and off for the next several years, touring the pubs and dance halls (although Alf’s crippled legs meant he more often sang than danced), including several near the docks that were frequented by sailors—establishments where “nice girls” just didn’t go. Pops Stanley forbade their courtship for a time, but this didn’t deter Judy—it just prompted the two of them to be more ingenious and secretive about their rendezvous.

In Liverpool in those years, a loafer could always find work as a merchant seaman by lining up at the dockyard gates (“the pools”) every morning to see if any boats were hiring. With no engineering training, navigation experience, or ability to manage accounts or track inventory, the best Alf could do was scramble for jobs as cook and steward. He never knew until he’d signed on whether he’d be at sea for three weeks or three months, and the work was strictly job-by-job—steady employment was rare. After every voyage, he had to start from scratch, hanging out at the pools or going from one shipping office to another looking for his next assignment. With no job security and lousy pay, Alf quickly learned to supplement his income by gambling and by smuggling hard-to-find goods to sell on the black market.14

After eight years of peripatetic dating, Alf and Judy were finally married on Saturday, December 3, 1938. He’d saved up for three weeks to pay for their marriage license. Why they finally decided to marry is unclear. Alf’s second wife and widow, Pauline Lennon, edited Alf’s memoirs after he died and published them as Daddy Come Home in 1990.15 As she tells it, Judy dared him to “put up the banns”—the old practice of publicly announcing one’s intention to marry three weeks ahead of time. This allowed any interested party a chance to object. Alf supposedly took the dare. Beatle historian and Lennon’s art school classmate Bill Harry suggests another reason: with work scarce, Alf needed a marriage certificate to get on the dole.16 Whatever the prompt, Alf and Judy tied the knot at the Mount Pleasant Registry Office with Alf’s older brother Sydney as their witness. Afterward, they went to the Trocadero Cinema on Camden Street, where Judy worked off and on as an usherette, and watched Mickey Rooney in The Boy from Barnardo’s (as Lord Jeff was called in England). They laughingly called this their honeymoon. She was twenty-four and Alf was twenty-five.

“That’s it! I’ve gone and married him then!” Judy announced as she made her entrance at the family house in Toxteth that night. While the length of their courtship testifies to the strength of their bond, Alf and Judy’s whimsical nuptials suggest that what each prized most about the other may have been a shared love of frivolity and a deep aversion to being serious.

Judy and Alf made unconventional newlyweds, even for England on the cusp of World War II. Alf shipped out soon after the wedding while Judy continued to live with her parents, working sporadically as a waitress and as an usherette at the Trocadero. In 1939, with an almost empty nest, George and Annie Stanley relinquished their Toxteth home for a more modest apartment at 9 Newcastle Road in Wavertree, near Alf’s Blue Coat Orphanage, and Judy moved in with them. With Alf at sea, the Stanleys may have figured that he wouldn’t be sharing the space much, and their other four daughters had already married and moved out. Although Judy had no apparent interest in becoming a mother, John was conceived “on a cold January afternoon in 1940 on the kitchen floor,” Alf recalled, just as rationing became a way of wartime life.17

Nine months later, Judy went alone to the hospital to have her baby. Whether she didn’t tell her family where she was going or they stayed home because of the bombing (or they didn’t want to risk their necks for Alf Lennon’s child), no one held her hand or sat in the waiting room, worried about her safety, or expressed any interest in greeting her child. The following evening, October 9, at 6:30 P.M., after thirty hours of difficult labor, Judy—alone and exhausted—finally gave birth to a healthy seven-pound, eight-ounce boy. It’s hard to imagine the complicated feelings she must have felt when, bereft of her husband, she first held her son. She was twenty-six and liked her freedom—what was she going to do with a baby? She named him John, after Alf’s father and grandfather. With Churchill’s radio speech from the day before ringing in her ears, she selected “Winston” for his middle name. “Winston” spoke to Judy’s ambivalent class attitudes, only to confound her son’s “Working Class Hero” legacy.

Later that night, a nurse called the Stanley house to announce, “Mrs. Lennon has had a boy.” Galvanized by this news, her oldest sister, Mimi Smith, raced to see the infant. Mimi later wrote:

I was dodging in doorways between running as fast as my legs would carry me. . . . I was literally terrified. Transport had stopped because the bombs began always at dusk. There was shrapnel falling and gunfire and when there was a little lull I ran into the hospital ward and there was this beautiful little baby.18

Mimi’s memory might be the only place in town where bombs actually fell that night—there was certainly a curfew, and the buses were not running, but records indicate bombs fell on London and another “north-west town,” but not on Liverpool.19 Nonetheless, Mimi’s memory defined Lennon’s story: he grew up believing he was born during an air raid, and felt branded by Churchill’s name as a reminder. Regardless, as soon as Mimi picked John up, the air-raid sirens screamed again. The hospital staff insisted that she go down to the basement or go home. Mimi chose to go home. Judy, worn out, stayed put. “John, like the other babies, was put underneath the bed.”20

In the brief moments, however, when she held him, Mimi literally fell in love. Whether it was because she was one of five sisters and he was a boy, or because she herself, the oldest Stanley daughter, was childless, John’s arrival answered some need in Mimi. It was a need that she would play out—often at the expense of the boy she believed she was protecting—throughout her nephew’s childhood. For the rest of her life, she claimed that the moment she saw John in the hospital she knew that she was supposed to be his mother, not Judy. “Does that sound awful?” she asked when she related this story to Bill Harry. “It isn’t really,” she explained, “because Julia accepted it as something perfectly natural. She used to say, ‘You’re his real mother. All I did was give birth.’ ”21 Judy, though she had little appetite for motherhood, didn’t hand him over outright—not yet. After the standard week of “lying in,” she took her son home to the family apartment on Newcastle Road to meet his grandparents. On October 12, the Liverpool Echo ran the following birth announcement: “Lennon—October 9th, in hospital to Julia (née Stanley) wife of ALFRED LENNON, Merchant Navy (at sea), a son. 9 Newcastle Road.”

Three weeks later, the Empress of Canada docked in Liverpool, and Alf Lennon met his son for the first time. He spent several weeks with his wife and child before leaving again, and those first few weeks of John Lennon’s life were the only time that he and his parents lived peacefully together under the same roof—albeit with Judy’s parents. During the next five years, Alf would spend barely a total of three months in Liverpool, and much of that time he spent in air-raid shelters with his wife and child or at the docks “fire watching” during raids.22

The Nazi bombing peaked the following May, when the Germans dropped 2,315 high-explosive bombs and 119 other incendiaries on Liverpool, putting half the docks out of action, killing 1,741 people, and injuring 1,154. On May 3, the Germans blew up the Makaland, docked in Liverpool and loaded with more than a thousand tons of bombs and explosives. When the dust cleared, 2,500 Liverpudlians had been killed outright, and more than 50,000 more were homeless; another 50,000 were relocated outside the imperiled metropolis. The children who remained in the city, many of them orphaned, grew up amid ruins. John remembered playing in bomb craters.

In June of 1941, Judy’s mother, Annie, died at age seventy, leaving George—“Pop”—alone in the Newcastle Road apartment with Judy and John.23 Despite the presence of her father, Judy continued to take a lackadaisical approach to raising her son and honoring her marriage vows. With soldiers and sailors streaming through the city and wartime romances commonplace, Judy found various opportunities to escape the rationing, divert herself from the air raids, and shrug off the war’s gloom. Although Alf sent home most of his wages to support his family, he often returned to find John stashed at Mimi’s and to discover traces of other men. Having told his wife to “go out and have a good time” while he was gone, and probably not averse to the standard merchant marines’ “favors” in foreign ports himself, Alf at first took Judy’s infidelities in stride.

The following year, when John was two, Mimi invited Judy and John to move into her Woolton cottage at 120A Allerton Road, behind the house called Mendips where she had settled with her husband, George Smith. Judy jumped at the chance to get away from her father’s disapproving presence. But Alf’s next visit was rocky. Judy had become accustomed to her routine of trolling the pubs and dance halls each night, and soon after Alf’s return she left John behind with him—“for a change,” in her words—and went out by herself. Brushing past the protesting Alf, Judy left the house with her friends.24

The next morning Alf confronted her: her mother, he said, would have been ashamed of her behavior. Judy poured a cup of hot tea over his head, and Alf responded by slapping her across the face—the only reported account of his striking her.25 Alf’s blast gave Judy a nosebleed, and he called to Mimi to “set things straight.” But things were never quite the same again. His next job brought Alf a promotion: to chief steward on the Berengaria, bound for New York. Although he thought his career was on the upswing, this trip turned out to be a prolonged disaster. It would be another eighteen months before Alf saw Liverpool, or his family, again.

Shortly after Alf left, for reasons that remain unclear, Pop Stanley relocated with other relatives, and Judy moved back into a previous apartment at 9 Newcastle Road with John, by then an active three-year-old. For the rest of the war, Judy remained in this apartment, and at some point she even had her father’s name on the lease replaced by Alf’s. Mother and son lived on the money Alf sent home, and Judy continued her rambunctious pub life, often coming home drunk. She seems to have had no compunction about bringing men home and sleeping with them with her son in the house, perhaps even the same bed. “Mummy being Mummy, she naturally just tucked him in beside her each night in their large double bed,” John’s half sister, Julia, later explained.26

Aboard the Berengaria, Alf’s singing made him the star attraction at the Pig and Whistle, the crew’s bar, where even passengers sought entrance to watch the crewmen perform. Merchant shipping at the time supported a healthy show-business subculture, complete with elaborate variety shows and drag queens. Belowdecks was one place in British culture where gay men openly expressed themselves, even inventing a pidgin language called “Parole,” a witty offshoot of Scouser slang.

Alf often played master of ceremonies, recruiting the talent and hosting the show and singing his own numbers between sketches. When four-year-old John began asking whether his father would come home for Christmas, Judy gave him a program that Alf had enclosed in his last letter to her, with Alf listed singing “Begin the Beguine.” John was tantalized, but Judy hid an unspoken worry: the letters—and checks—had stopped coming. During the war, most merchant ships carried supplies and munitions for the military effort. Targeted by Nazi U-boats and submarines, the merchant ships were shepherded from port to port in large convoys, and one in twenty such “commercial” ships were sunk during the war.27 Alf was as much a target as any military sailor.

Luckily, it was carousing that got Alf into trouble, not Nazi torpedoes. In New York, having been dropped by the Berengaria, Alf was scheduled to ship out on a trawler called the Middle East, but he missed the ship’s departure after a long night of singing at a dockside bar. (In Daddy Come Home, Alf claims it was all an elaborate scam, in which ship owners persuaded workers to take reduced pay with promises of promotion and then conned them out of work once they reached New York.) With no visa and no job, Alf was interned at Ellis Island by the U.S. Immigration Service, and from there he was unable to get word to his wife. Judy went down to collect her monthly check only to be told that her husband had “jumped ship.” Strapped for cash, she assumed the worst about Alf: that he had jumped the marriage or was lost at sea—or dead. The Stanleys, including Mimi, shook their heads knowingly. Even if he was alive, wasn’t Alf just the sort to skip out on his responsibilities? Without Alf’s checks, Judy had little means of support, especially since her father was no longer living with her on Newcastle Road. Unsubstantiated rumors, strongly denied years later by her daughter, swirled around her that she started sleeping with men for money during this time.28 Whether or not this is true, concern for her son’s welfare does not seem to have rated high on Judy’s list of priorities.

Meanwhile, in New York, the British consulate found Alf a job on a steamer called the Sammex, which kept him from being charged with desertion by the U.S. authorities. But he had to take a demotion, and the Sammex was loaded with “hot” cargo—booze and cigarettes. When police boarded the boat in North Africa, the loot was confiscated and Alf was taken into custody for “stealing and finding,” and thrown into prison for three months, unable to send money to Judy. He finally found his way home to Liverpool on a ship called the Monarch of Bermuda, which docked as the war was winding down in mid-1945.

If Alf envisioned a happy homecoming, he was disappointed. At Newcastle Road, Judy was nowhere to be found, and neighbors were watching his son. When Judy returned home around midnight, quite pregnant with another baby, she informed a stupefied Alf that she’d been raped by a soldier. Initially, she refused to give up his name, but Alf pressed her. Once Judy relented, Alf headed straight off to the Cheshire barracks and dragged the man, one “Taffy” Williams, back to Liverpool to “sort things out.” Williams denied raping Judy and pledged his undying love. The rape story quickly unraveled: apparently the two had been seeing each other for well over nine months. But when Alf brought them face-to-face, Judy laughed and threw Williams out of the house.

This second baby realigned family politics. Alf, ever forgiving, offered to stick by Judy and help raise the new child, but Judy refused. Mysteriously, Pop Stanley supported her in this. Ignoring Alf’s, Mimi’s, and even Williams’s offers to bring up the child, and unhappy at the prospect of two fatherless children being raised by an absent, careless mother, Pop insisted that Judy put the new baby up for adoption. Mimi arranged for Judy to stay at Elmswood, a Salvation Army hostel in North Mossley Hill Road. She gave birth to a little girl on June 19, 1944, less than two weeks after D-Day, named her Victoria Elizabeth (did such respectable, patriotic names help Judy legitimize her offspring?), and turned her over for adoption by a Norwegian sailor. (In 1998, a Norwegian woman named Ingrid Pedersen made plausible claims that she was John Lennon’s half sister.)29 Judy forbade Alf ever to mention the baby again. Alf, in his memoirs, describes her personality as forever changed by the giving up of this child; and his emphasis on this moment suggests that he saw it as central to her turning away from the marriage.From most other accounts, though, it appears that Judy remained the same old Judy—a woman who had begun moving on from Alf long before.

There is disagreement among family histories about whether John, almost five, knew that his mother was pregnant and understood what had happened to the baby she bore. Most five-year-olds today know what it means when a woman is pregnant and recognize a pregnant woman when they see one. Many people have described Lennon as an alert, bright, and curious child; it seems unlikely that he would have been oblivious to such a big event. Although Mimi Smith insists that the truth was kept from him, this may have been what Mimi needed to believe. If John did understand what was happening, it can only have increased his feeling that his place in the world was uncertain, even perilous. His mother had given away another child; mightn’t she one day give him away, too?

Just before John turned five in autumn 1945, Mimi, stepping into the mother’s role, enrolled him in the Mosspits Lane Infant School, the neighborhood kindergarten. That following spring, however, the school dismissed him for severe behavioral problems, which suggests that he was already confused and angry, even before he watched his mother carry another baby and give her away. Nigel Walley, a childhood schoolmate, remembers a scuffle: “John was expelled for being disruptive. . . . I remember he bullied a girl called Polly Hipshaw.”30

After the birth of Victoria, Alf returned to sea, assuming that his on-again, off-again marriage was back on. But he was gone a long time, and when he returned to Newcastle Road in March 1946 the situation had changed again: Pop Stanley was back in the apartment and had had Alf’s name removed from the lease. Someone else was living in the apartment, too: Judy’s new boyfriend, a waiter named Bobby Dykins, who worked at the same hotel, the Adelphi, where Alf once had been a bellhop. Why Pop Stanley would tolerate living in the same apartment with his married daughter’s lover remains a mystery, unless his distaste for Alf outweighed his disapproval of Dykins.

Coming back to this new arrangement, Alf responded by throwing Dykins out and telling Pops to move out the next day. He was still sending home money to support Judy and John and figured that gave him certain rights. But this time Judy rebelled, announcing that she was moving out, too. Alf didn’t take her seriously until he woke up the next morning to find half the furniture on its way out the door. He pleaded with his wife to stay for John’s sake, if not for his own. In his memoirs—which offer the only version we have of this conversation—Alf described Judy’s response: “What difference will it make to him?” John rarely saw his father anyway, she pointed out. “The sea has always been more important to you than we have.” She blamed the rift that had opened between them on his misadventures in New York and Morocco. “You can’t just disappear for eighteen months and expect things to be the same.”31

Taking John with her, Judy went to live with Dykins in a tiny one-bedroom flat across town in Gateacre. Convinced that the marriage was truly over and enraged by his wife’s behavior, Alf followed his brother Sydney’s advice and hired a lawyer to place notices in the local papers declaring that Alfred Lennon was no longer responsible for his wife’s debts.32 But the Gateacre arrangement was short-lived: within months, Judy, John, and Bobby Dykins had moved back into 9 Newcastle Road.

The drama didn’t end there. In May of 1946, hours before Alf was due to sail for two weeks on the Queen Mary out of Southampton as a night steward, he received a long-distance call from Mimi Smith. Mimi told Alf that John had just walked two miles from Newcastle Road to Mendips because he didn’t like living with Judy and Dykins. Mimi put John on the phone to plead with his father not to leave, but Alf said he’d lose his job if he didn’t sail—he was still earning back the good faith of his employers after his jail time in New York and Africa. Alf told John to stay with his aunt Mimi and promised he’d be back soon.33

When Alf returned to England in June, he docked at Southampton and traveled straight to Mendips to find John. Mimi had already put John down for bed, so she invited Alf back to her kitchen for tea and began itemizing her expenses for taking care of the little boy. Alf gave Mimi a twenty-pound note and accepted her invitation to spend the night. After retiring, he made a momentous decision: he would take John with him. The following morning, he told Mimi he was going to take John for a short holiday at Blackpool, a resort town about thirty miles up the northwest coast from Liverpool. Mimi hesitated. Judy was out of town on “a short trip”—there’s no record of where she went or with whom. In Alf’s memoirs, Mimi revealed that John had been living with her on and off for about nine months. She may have begun to feel as though she could finally keep him. With Judy out of town, Mimi had misgivings about letting the boy go. But Alf was his father, and perhaps, after taking his money, she didn’t feel she could refuse.

When John woke up the next morning, Mimi told him that Alf had come to see his boy and had spent the night. John raced upstairs and jumped on his father in bed. John knew his father, of course, but until that day Alf’s visits had always devolved into arguments with Judy, disruption of John’s routine, and often a move. With Alf’s infrequent time ashore during John’s first five years, John had had no chance to form an attachment. Judy had told John stories of their ten-year courtship, “always larking around and laughing.” And Alf’s letters and postcards had filled John’s head with images of his exotic travels. Now his father was finally there, and he told John that they were going on a fabulous holiday.

Did any five-year-old ever get a more irresistible invitation? John begged his aunt to let him go. Mimi packed a small bag for him, and the little boy followed Alf into what must have seemed like a waking dream.

Blackpool had long been the preferred seaside resort for workers, sailors, and their families in the region’s industrial towns, an Atlantic City on Britain’s western shore, complete with a promenade, rides, games, and vendors. Its 1894 Tower replicated the Eiffel Tower in Paris, and three piers were lined with concessions. Holiday goers liked to promenade on its boardwalk, romp in the waves, and visit its amusement park built in an American Style.34 Although past its prime in 1946, Blackpool still had carnival rides, games to play, donkeys to ride, and prizes to win. Playwright John Osborne set his 1957 play The Entertainer in an unnamed Blackpool to symbolize the end of empire during the Suez crisis of 1956. In one of his great, self-lacerating roles (immortalized in Tony Richardson’s 1960 film), Laurence Olivier portrayed the repulsive, over-the-hill music-hall comic Archie Rice, and there was a lot of Archie Rice in Alf—a ham past his prime, working his racket in a town sinking from its own faded glory.

To a five-year-old boy accustomed to wartime rationing, however, Blackpool must have seemed like paradise. Alf had abruptly removed John from the physical and emotional rubble of his life in Liverpool to a sunny seaside where he could eat treats and play all day. Now that the war was over, a father finally had time for his boy.

Alf had misrepresented his intentions to Mimi, however. One of his shipmates, a man named Billy Hall, was planning to relocate to New Zealand, and this became Alf’s plan, too: he would take his son to New Zealand and start a new life. Having finished two stints in prison and given up on reconciling with Judy, Alf was ready for a big change. Judy wasn’t taking proper care of the boy, anyway. In his memoir he wrote, “I set off with John for Blackpool—intending never to come back.”

Alf took John with him to Billy Hall’s parents’ place in Blackpool and set about getting ready for the big move. To fund the trip, though, he and Billy needed to unload some swag. “You couldn’t go wrong in those days, just after the war,” Alf wrote later. “I was on lots of rackets, mainly bringing back black market stockings. They’re probably still selling the stuff in Blackpool I brought over.”35 At some point, Alf needed to leave town for several days, and he took John to stay with his brother Sydney, who had a summer house nearby—a familiar experience for John, whom Judy had handed off several times to Sydney’s home in Liverpool. When Alf returned, he was full of talk about their new life abroad.

Alf’s point of view has been given little credence in most Lennon histories; he didn’t get his say until his second wife published his memoirs in 1990, almost fourteen years after his own death and ten years after John’s. For years, Mimi Smith’s version of events stood unchallenged. In her version, Alf was a low-class lout who impregnated Judy and then lived the life he’d always lived: as a drifter with no real prospects. He went to Blackpool to run an undergarment black market with his no-good buddy Hall and left John with his brother. In Mimi’s view, far from rescuing John, Alf was dumping him with family the same way Judy had. And if John was going to be dumped with a relative, Mimi wanted it to be her.

From Alf’s vantage point, Judy gave few signs that she cared much for their son. Alf seems to have truly loved her, however, and even took some responsibility for her behavior. At each juncture, he was willing to carry on with her in spite of a sequence of betrayals. Once she’d decided firmly against him, Alf concluded that he had just as much right to raise their son—he couldn’t do any worse than she had. Since he never had the chance to try, we can’t say for certain whether he would have made a go of it, but he had no personal experience of a stable home himself. At one point during the Blackpool holiday, he stopped to light a cigarette and John, running ahead, fell into a deep gully in the sand and couldn’t climb out. Alf was sufficiently far behind not to have seen where he fell, and he ran up and down the beach for five minutes before discovering the boy at the bottom of the hole, frightened but unhurt.36 Although this incident reflects badly on Alf, his reporting of it gives the rest of his story added credibility.

The length of the Blackpool holiday is in dispute, but it appears to have lasted three weeks at most. It came to an abrupt end on June 26, when Judy knocked on Billy Hall’s door. She’d tracked down her husband through the local “pools”—the dockworkers’ work log—and she’d come to retrieve her son. Alf was stunned: he was days away from setting off for New Zealand, and the last person he expected to get in his way was his carefree wife.

Dykins had accompanied Judy to the house, and waited nervously by the gate as she went in. In Alf’s recollection, Judy didn’t seem quite herself; she wouldn’t meet his eyes. Her manner was uncharacteristically meek; her spirited and challenging personality seemed muted. She always dressed with panache, but on that day she wore an “ill-shaped” getup that made her look positively matronly—and was definitely out of character for the girl Alf knew and the “wickedly” irresponsible mother Mimi had described to him.37 Did Judy dress more conservatively to impress Alf with her new commitment to family? Were her awkwardness and subdued manner products of her ambivalence about making the trip—about insisting that Alf give John back? Did she bring Dykins along for moral support, to keep her from being swayed by Alf’s charm, or to remind herself that she had another life she wanted to go back to, one that had nothing to do with this man and his child?

Alf sent John into the kitchen to wait with Hall’s parents while he and Judy talked in the front room. He begged Judy to get back together with him, told her that he still loved her, and said making up would be good for the boy. The three of them could get a fresh start in New Zealand together. “I could tell she still loved me,” he wrote in his memoir. But Judy refused. A reconciliation with Alf was out of the question. She presented herself as newly stable, anxious to finally prove herself and give John the home he deserved. She had set herself up with a new man and planned to make her own fresh start, including having more children, with Dykins.

After they reached this stalemate, the two adults who should have taken the most care to protect their son and choose the best life for him instead did something shockingly cruel. Alf called John in, and the boy ran out from the kitchen and jumped onto his father’s lap. John asked if his mother was going to stay with them, if they’d all be going away together. Alf said no. John would have to decide which parent he wanted to go with. Whom did he prefer, his father or his mother? Would he rather stay with his father and travel abroad and have a wonderful adventure in New Zealand, or go back home with his mother (to gray Liverpool) and the life he knew (of not belonging)?

As these two adults sat there, expecting their five-year-old to make his choice, perfectly willing to accept whatever he decided, the ground must have opened up beneath the child. If you’ve never had a real father and your mother is fun and tenderhearted but unreliable and self-absorbed; if your father is a glamorous adventurer but never around; if you love your mother because she’s your mother, but she’s distracted (though compellingly mysterious); if you know that choosing your mother doesn’t really mean having your mother, and choosing your father means . . . what?; if you’ve watched your mother give away another child; if you’ve been having a great holiday with the first and only man who has belonged specially to you—whom do you choose? At some level John, consistently described as a sensitive child, may have intuited that either option was essentially tragic: that either choice was simply more abandonment in different clothes.

John chose Alf. He was sitting on Alf’s lap; he’d just spent the happiest weeks of his life with his father, and what Alf was offering, speculative though it truly was, probably seemed more enticing than anything he had experienced with his mother. Judy asked again; and when John repeated his choice, she got up and said good-bye. She joined Dykins at the gate and headed up the street. Having left it to a confused five-year-old to decide his own fate, Judy was content to walk off with another man and abandon her child completely—to let him travel halfway around the world, perhaps never to see him again.

Within seconds, panicking, John ran out of the house after Judy. What five-year-old could watch his mother, even a careless mother like Judy, walk away forever and not call her back? He ran after her. And this time it was Alf who turned away. He didn’t try to stop the boy. He’d shown the kid a good time, showered him with treats and toys, and John didn’t want to go with him. That was that. Alf didn’t change his plans and stay in England to be near his son. He went off to New Zealand with Hall and continued to travel as he had before. His own mother had abandoned him when he was young—it was clearly acceptable to walk away from your children and leave them to other people to raise. He’d given the boy a chance to have a father, and the boy had chosen against him; and for Alf, that was decisive. That night at his pub, he recalled, he sang Al Jolson’s number, “My Little Pal,” as “My Little John,” with tears in his eyes. But he never made another attempt to contact John until his son had become famous, when Alf approached him—eighteen years later—on the set of A Hard Day’s Night.38

This Blackpool trauma ricocheted one last time back in Liverpool. Mimi may have deputized Judy to go to Blackpool and retrieve John, but she still felt as though John belonged to her. She hated that Judy had moved in with another man while she was still legally married to Alf and raising his son. Even if this suited Judy—what about the child? It was as if Judy didn’t give a hang about the Stanleys’ hard-won reputation. Mimi decided to claim her nephew even if it meant wrenching him from his mother. Surely, a home with both a father and a mother figure would be preferable to a broken home with an illegal, live-in stepfather. Even before the Blackpool trip, hadn’t John run away (at least once that we know of) to demonstrate his discomfort with Judy’s new boyfriend?

Mimi alerted Liverpool Social Services, telling them that her sister was an “unfit mother.” Although a social worker visited the Newcastle Road apartment twice during that summer of 1946, it wasn’t until the second visit that John’s lack of a bed seemed to register with the officials. When Social Services insisted that she find an alternative situation for the boy or they would be forced to take him from her, Judy handed off her son to Mimi for the last time. For Judy, giving John to Mimi was both an abdication of parenthood and a surrender to Mimi’s driving will—and one Dykins favored, with his natural desire for a family of his own.39

Mimi Smith had good reason to be concerned about John’s home life, but her motives mixed simple compassion with self-interest, creating a second complicated layer of possession and competition for John as he turned six years old that October of 1946. The questions a child wrestles with at this age of psychological development—Where do I belong? Who will take care of me? Where can I feel safe?—were hardwired as confusion into John’s young mind. Born into a failing marriage between a heedless girl-about-town and a perpetually absent seafaring father, John Lennon began his life rootless. Shuttled from dwelling to dwelling, handed off repeatedly to a possessive aunt or to one of his uncles, he was relocated more than half a dozen times before he was five. Despite his troublemaking at school, many adults who met John at the time describe him as a charming, cheerful little boy. Several people besides Mimi Smith offered to adopt him, including his uncle Sydney and Billy Hall’s parents. Nonetheless, he was, in a fundamental and obvious way, unclaimed.

Lennon was installed in his familiar bedroom in Mendips the autumn of 1946, and for years afterward he saw his mother only sporadically. Mimi Smith later said that at first John wanted to know where his mother was, but she dodged his questions. “I didn’t want to tell him any details,” she said. “How could I? He was so happy. It would have been wrong to say your father’s no good and your mother’s found someone else.”40 Although Lennon himself never described the Blackpool episode in any of his interviews or writings, he did report on its aftermath. “I soon forgot my father,” he said. “It was like he was dead. But I did see my mother now and again and my feeling never died off for her. I often thought about her, though I never realized that all the time she was living no more than five or ten miles away. Mimi never told me. She said she was a long, long way away.”41

In quick order, Judy and Dykins moved out of the tiny Newcastle Road apartment into a larger one in Allerton, where they raised two girls of their own, Julia, born in 1947, and Jacqueline, two years later, but the couple never married. This apartment, at 1 Blomfield Road in a council-estate development called Spring Wood, was across the Allerton Golf Course from Mendips, not far from the newer council houses where a family named McCartney would soon settle.





Chapter 2

Something to Hide

There’s no more misleading Lennon myth than the one spun from his 1970 song “Working Class Hero,” which every self-respecting Liverpudlian renounces as a sham. “He was solidly middle-class,” they’ll tell you proudly, as if Lennon’s ironic broadside insults all the hard work that town did after the war to give him a proper upbringing. Widely misheard as an ode to the rewards of hard work, a homage to the mean streets of Merseyside, the song dissects class pretensions and the stigma of being labeled “common.” Lennon wrote it for his Beatle “divorce” album, Plastic Ono Band (1970), and he repeats the line “A working class hero is something to be.” But his voice drops to sardonic resignation on its rejoinder: “If you want to be a hero well just follow me.”

A working-class hero would be something to be, but he’s not one of them. Rather than a paean to the moral superiority of a hard-earned work ethic, the song spins an emphatic, unsentimental rejoinder to such cant. Of all the lingering fictions surrounding Lennon’s persona as his myth enters history, this one deserves the strongest riposte. A suburban kid who had become one of the world’s most famous men by the time he was twenty-three, Lennon used “Working Class Hero” to push back at the idea that hard work brings honor to a man, that it’s the key to success and self-respect, and a form of heroism in and of itself. In the song, he turns that cliché into a curse, the irony bent by experience: “There’s room at the top they are telling you still/But first you must learn how to smile as you kill.” Like the sugarcoated agnosticism of “Imagine,” Lennon’s most famously misinterpreted song, “Working Class Hero” undermines the very truism it purports to celebrate. Liverpudlians scoff at the idea of Lennon’s rough-and-tumble childhood, especially when compared to the other three Beatles’. And Lennon played both sides of this line.

Raised by his auntie in Woolton, in a semidetached house eight miles in from the docks, he became infatuated with rock ’n’ roll poetry the way Andy Warhol was drawn to advertising. Lennon was easily the most privileged of the four Beatles, but he strove hard to hide it beneath his contempt for class hypocrisy.

The Woolton house in which Lennon grew up with the Smiths was named Mendips after the Mendip Hills, a stretch of low-rolling curves in the comfortably middle-class region between Bristol and Wells in Somerset, southeast of the Bristol Channel.1 Joined to a row of “comfortable” dwellings, similar to an American duplex or side-by-side two-family, Mendips overlooked Menlove Avenue, a main thoroughfare through Woolton Village. Menlove Avenue branched off a main avenue, Ullet Road, after Penny Lane, and curved around Calderstones Park and the Allerton Golf Course. A semidetached house was a big step up from the thousands of attached council row houses—state housing projects—that snaked through the dockworkers’ neighborhoods. While not as luxurious as the single-family homes just up the Church Road near St. Peter’s, Mendips was built of solid red sandstone from the local quarry and was regarded as an upper-middle-class dwelling. During John’s childhood, the mayor of Woolton, in fact, lived next door.2

Woolton and its adjacent suburbs attracted the professional classes—doctors, lawyers, politicians—as well as prosperous retailers like the Epstein family, who lived in nearby Childwall and whose youngest son, Brian, would play a critical role in Lennon’s future. The prouder Woolton residents even claimed their own dialect, far removed from the docker’s Scouse, an Anglo-Saxon variant that resembled the better accents of South Lancashire and Cheshire.

Although built in 1933, Mendips possessed a certain old-world charm, including a small portico between the front porch and front hall made of glass brick. On the right side of a central hallway, a brick fireplace dominated the front room, which had leaded glass windows. On the left of the front hall, stairs led to two bedrooms. In the back of the house, a small sitting room, used as a dining space, abutted a kitchen with broad terraced windows, both of which looked out on Mimi Smith’s prized side garden. The garden, the house’s “proper” front hallway and vestibule, the fireplace lined with books, the cozy sitting room—all were middle-class accoutrements. John’s small bedroom on the second floor faced the house’s sole bathroom, or “water closet,” which had a pull-chain toilet and tiny bath. None of the other Beatles had indoor toilets; all three lived in neighborhoods that relied on unheated outhouses. Compared to the houses in most dockside neighborhoods, such as the Dingle, where Ringo’s family lived, Mendips seemed vast.

The American notion of “suburb” has far more expanse and roominess—ranch houses, broad lawns. Woolton houses were pitched much closer together, but the neighborhood was quiet and safe. The town also hosted plenty of undeveloped land that kids explored on foot and by bicycle, including the hilly area around St. Peter’s Church and cemetery called Woolton Hills; the grounds of the Strawberry Field Salvation Army home for problem children; and the playing fields surrounding the Quarry Bank High School on Harthill Road, which John would later attend. While Lennon was growing up, the Allerton golf course literally spilled across Menlove Avenue just beyond his front gate; he could spy the pond from his living-room window.

John moved into Mendips permanently in July or August of 1946, and his aunt took charge. His life became more stable psychologically—he didn’t need to adapt to the moods and personality of a different adult every few months. He could let himself become attached to the household’s pets—two cats, Tich and Tim, and a mutt named Sally whom he adored. “Mimi was a cat lover,” schoolmate Len Garry remembers. “She loved her cats more than she loved kids, that’s for sure. She was a frightening woman. She wasn’t homely—she was more like a headmistress, librarian-type person. And you were frightened to knock on that Mendips front door.”3

John eventually added a fourth animal to the brood, Sam, a stray cat that he brought home one evening. He also played regularly with his cousins, the children of Judy’s other three sisters. Elizabeth, the second of the five Stanley girls, had married a man named Charles Parkes, who died during the war. Their son, Stanley Parkes, was seven years John’s senior and looked out for his younger cousin, holding his hand when they went to the park. John was also close to his cousin Leila,4 three years older than John and later the widow of an Egyptian named Ali Hafez. Stanley remembers the three of them playing outside at Mendips while their mothers visited:

Little Leila, John and myself would go to Mimi’s and play in the garden there and then go round to Aunt Harriet’s cottage which was half of Uncle George’s farm. Mimi owned half of the farmhouse, which was known as The Cottage to us, and we’d sit there and we’d play records—all kinds of records. Harriet had one of the old-fashioned wind-up HMV gramophones and she had a vast collection of records and we’d spend hours playing them.5

Stanley called Mimi “strict but all right”:

She had an orchard in the back of her garden with apple trees and pear trees and she would bake lovely apple pies for us and we’d have picnics. She had a garden shed in the back garden and as I say, being strict, she was very strict on our table manners, but she said “Alright you can go and eat out in the garden shed.” To us it was a great adventure going out into this shed, and just to be naughty we would eat with our hands with no knives and forks. Just devilment you know.

In the summers, Mimi sent John up to Edinburgh, where his aunt Elizabeth, called “Mater,” had settled with Bertie Sutherland, a dentist, who became Stanley’s stepfather. Elizabeth and Bertie took in all the Stanley cousins during the summer, including Leila and, later, Judy’s two daughters with Dykins, Julia and Jacqui, Lennon’s half sisters. Early on, Stanley played the big brother:

When I first moved up to Scotland, I would go down to bring John up because Mary [Mimi] wouldn’t let him go anywhere unchaperoned, but as he grew a little bit older she did relent and let him come up on the bus. . . . I’d meet him off the bus at Edinburgh bus depot and take him to my parents’ home at Murrayfield in Edinburgh. He’d stay there a week or so and then off we’d go up to the Sutherland family croft up in Durness in Sutherland at Cape Wrath, which is the most fartherly north west tip of Scotland.

Although John benefited from Mimi’s steadiness, her predictable schedules and reliable husband, he’d also landed in the home of a domineering, anxious woman who could not have been more different from his mother. To those who knew them both, John’s character resembled Judy’s—his moods swung between cocky and funny to pensive and remote. Many describe a level gaze and a self-possession unusual for a boy. He had a penchant for practical jokes and theatrical gestures, and enjoyed shocking his peers. His cousin Stanley recounted: “Leila had a lovely little doll’s pram and one time she was walking round the garden with this doll’s pram and John and I climbed up on the top of this garden shed and John said ‘Watch this!’ and he jumped off the shed clean through the bottom of Leila’s pram! She was mortified over that.”

Where Mimi was authoritarian, her husband, George Smith, was soft-spoken and affectionate, and universally beloved. “George was a gentle giant,” recalls Julia Dykins Baird in the first of her two memoirs, John Lennon, My Brother. “Six foot tall with a mound of silver hair, who often hit the door frame when he walked into a room. He was the most kind, pleasant, and unaggressive man with not a cross word to say.”6 Even before John moved in with them, George would sit the little boy on his lap in the evening and read through all the Liverpool Echo headlines with him. “Syllable by syllable,” Mimi remembered, “George would work at him till he got it right. John couldn’t spell at that age, of course, but he could get down what he wanted. My husband went through all the headlines in the newspaper with John every night.”7

While Smith, with his brother, inherited his family’s dairy, he struggled with a problem that had already marked Lennon’s life: he was a drinker—not a violent or a sloppy drunk, but one who was sufficiently handicapped by his drinking that he couldn’t keep his business thriving. Cynthia Powell Lennon later reported Mimi complaining about his “gambling,” and Mimi often took student boarders to make ends meet.8 To accommodate this arrangement, Mimi slept in the sitting room off the kitchen, turning the front living room into the only shared common room.

At one point, a group of George’s friends from the neighborhood—his pub crowd—gave him a half-grandfather clock with “George Toogood Smith” inscribed on its face, which was actually his christened name. This clock stood on the mantel in the sitting room off the kitchen at Mendips throughout John’s childhood, a reminder of Mimi’s ideal man, the kind she had chosen to marry. The men in Mimi’s house needed to be better than just good—they needed to be too good. And the pressure to be “too good” took its toll, on George and, over time, on John, too.

In the fall of 1946, Mimi enrolled John in the Dovedale Primary School in Allerton. To get there, Lennon took a three-mile bus ride down the main Menlove thoroughfare with a change at Penny Lane (with Mimi trailing him from behind), or walked through the vast stretch of Calderstones Park—or sometimes a combination of the two routes, depending on the season. The headmaster there, a man named Bond, told Mimi: “There’s no need to worry about him. He’s sharp as a needle. But he won’t do anything he doesn’t want to.”9 The school uniforms put John in a tie, black blazer, a badge with a dove, and gray shorts. Lennon’s classmates remember his tie constantly askew and his shirt deliberately untucked.

Comedian Jimmy Tarbuck, one of his Dovedale classmates, says of Lennon at the time, “He wasn’t easily missed at school—he wasn’t the sort of kid to stand in corners, studiously reading his books. Oh no, he had a load of energy even then. . . . If there was a playground fight, he’d be involved in it.”10 At the end of Lennon’s first year at Dovedale, Fred Bolt, one of his teachers, took several students for a brief summer jaunt to the Isle of Man, off the coast of Britain in the Irish Sea. A photo survives of Lennon and Tarbuck and a group of boys horsing around in the surf at Port Erin, near the isle’s ferry dock. John and Jimmy dominate the picture: Jimmy’s fists are clenched, his right arm pulled up as if threatening a punch, his face seized by a prankster’s grin. He looks ready to pounce on the photographer. To his left, Lennon wears a question mark. Mimi had trimmed his hair close on the sides, and his left hand is extended downward instead of up in the air like Jimmy’s. Of the eight boys, John alone is not laughing, an early and rare instance of a camera catching a fleeting vulnerability.

When John was eight, Mimi enrolled him in the Sunday school at St. Peter’s, the local Anglican church, where John sang in the choir. Two friends from his neighborhood, Ivan Vaughan and Nigel Walley, remember Lennon teaching them to palm pennies from the St. Peter’s collection plate so that they could buy bubble gum. Vaughan and Walley lived nearby on Vale Road, which ran parallel to Menlove Avenue, one street behind. Also at church school were Rod Davis, a future Quarryman, and Barbara Baker, one of John’s earliest girlfriends.

At Dovedale, John became fast friends with Pete Shotton, a towheaded boy whose family also lived on Vale Road and attended St. Peter’s. Everyone who knew them at Dovedale remembers them as inseparable. Pete, teasing John about his high-toned middle name, called him “Winnie,” which John hated. Lennon tagged Shotton “Snowball” for his blonder-than-blond hair. As they grew closer (“our relationship came to resemble that of Siamese twins”), John referred to them as “Shennon and Lotton.”11

In the beginning, John, the more aggressive of the two, pushed Pete around. Only after standing up to him did Shotton earn Lennon’s respect. In his memoir, John Lennon: In My Life (written with Nicholas Schaffner in 1983), Shotton describes recognizing that the only way he could stay friends with Lennon and keep his self-respect was to stick up for himself after one of Lennon’s barbs. One day after science lab, when John had ribbed Shotton mercilessly in front of others, Pete confronted him: “If you want to be like that, I’m not fucking playing with you anymore.” Apparently unfazed, Lennon started tapping Shotton on the head with a bicycle pump, asking, “Getting the egg, are you? Getting the egg, then, Shotton?”—roughly translated, “Am I making you angry?” At this point, Shotton realized, he had to make a choice: face up to Lennon’s bullying or forever be bullied by him. So he socked John in the nose.

Though Shotton never expected that to put an end to it, Lennon let the matter go with a dismissal that left them both smiling, and he never humiliated Shotton again. “I really respected you for that,” Lennon later told Shotton. “I knew you were in awe of me, and yet you had the guts to turn round and say ‘That’s enough!’ The last thing I ever expected you to do was to hit me—that was one of the biggest surprises of my life. . . . I’d really thought I had you sussed.”12

From early on, Shotton reported, Lennon had more nerve and guile than most kids, so other boys quickly followed his lead. In class, Lennon passed around funny caricatures of the teacher and other students, daring his friends to keep a straight face as his pictures made the rounds. Fooling around one evening on the site of a new housing development being built in the neighborhood, Lennon and Shotton let the nightwatchman chase them into an empty, darkened house. Unable to find them in the dark, the frustrated man planted his feet and called out, commanding the boys to leave at once. Lennon began howling like a ghost, and the poor man fled downstairs, while Lennon and Shotton burst into peals of triumphant laughter.13

Another local friend, David Ashton, remembers Lennon as “alluring and beguiling, even bewitching to be with or near sometimes, even spellbinding and never boring,” a Liverpudlian Huckleberry Finn. “He knew things or found them out and if he liked you he got you into trouble!” One day Ashton was playing football with Lennon, Shotton, Vaughan, and Walley in a cow field near Woolton Hill when a “posh” boy named Robert Bancroft showed up and started playing rugby. Ashton remembers scrambling to learn the rules, with Lennon instructing him on tackling: “Grab him, pull down his ‘keks’ (trousers) and rub his balls with cowpat.”14

Lennon moved up to the Dovedale Junior School for boys in 1948. By the time Lennon was ten, Shotton remembers he was talking about “[popular British children’s author] Richmal Crompton, Edgar Allan Poe, James Thurber, Edward Lear, Kenneth Grahame (Wind in the Willows), Robert Louis Stevenson, and Lewis Carroll.” Shotton says that Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass were particular favorites—“like the Bible to us both.” John loved Lewis Carroll’s fantastical gibberish “Jabberwocky.” “John’s ultimate ambition,” Shotton says, “was to one day ‘write an Alice himself.’ ”15

The Reverend Morris Pryce-Jones, rector of St. Peter’s Church, also took his Sunday-school classes on various school trips. When he took them to Llandudno, a seaside resort on the northern Welsh coast, the boys marveled at the water’s “turquoise-blue” hues: “It was clean!” David Ashton recalls. “We choirboys were used to the grimy, dirty River Mersey water as it was then (it’s much cleaner nowadays). John Lennon’s comment was ‘Shakespeare said “The quality of Mersey is not pure” ’ and I got in to trouble at school later for saying it and had to write out a hundred times the correct Shakespeare quotation ‘The quality of Mercy is not strained.’ ”16

Lennon took his 11-plus exam at Dovedale in 1952. With the passage of the Education Act of 1944, the British school system began sorting older students using a “tripartite” system: grammar school for the most gifted, secondary school for most kids, and technical college for vocational training. Assignments were based on the 11-plus, an all-important comprehensive exam, named for the age cutoff that determined each child’s intellectual capacities and future prospects. John seems to have passed the test without much preparation or study.

“I do remember him at Dovedale as not making a lot of effort,” said Michael Isaacson, another classmate. “But he had obvious talent, because getting through the 11-plus in those days wasn’t an easy task. Only the minority passed.”17 Lennon may not have been especially studious, but he was an avid reader, according to his aunt. “I had twenty volumes of the world’s best short stories and we had a love of books in common,” claimed Mimi Smith. “John used to go back and read them over and over again, particularly Balzac. I thought there was a lot of Balzac in his song writing later on. Anyway, he’d read most of the classics by the time he was ten. He had such imagination and built up the stories himself when he and I talked them over.”18

By the time he was eleven or twelve, Lennon had developed a passion for drawing, and soon he was churning out savagely funny cartoons and precocious political satire. Lennon’s jokes, puns, and cartoons soon leapt from his notebook into a stapled flyer he edited called the Daily Howl.19 The headlines whir past in Lennon’s mock-authoritative voice, many of them nonsensical, inscrutable, yet irresistible: QUEENE ANNE IS DEAD reads a typical headline from 1950 (the year of Princess Anne’s birth, on August 15) surrounded by musical notes dancing to and fro. STOP PRESS: DAVID NIXON IS GETTING A TONY CURTIS, reads another, referring to a then-famous children’s TV magician getting either a haircut or a movie career. ARE YOU A CATYLIST . . . OR A PRETESTANT, OR A CHRISTIAN? a third headline asks provocatively. Throughout this absurdist wordplay, with jumbled names and spellings and wacky rhymes, Lennon illustrated people with swollen heads, dogs with spectacles, and wide-eyed figures twisted into pretzel poses. His publication circulated around the class as much to baffle as to entertain his schoolmates.

Crude yet compelling, the Howl window-frames Lennon’s careening adolescent mind. An acutely engaged personality already in full-tilt rebellion, Lennon ridicules the emphatic irrationality of grown-ups and casts politics as so much light entertainment. His adults are the type only kids can see: wearing funny costumes and making ridiculous pronouncements in their overserious voices. It was the Liverpool Echo and the mighty BBC News tossed about like pies in a food fight, celebrity pretense deflated with affectionate disdain.

Passing his 11-plus exam qualified Lennon to enroll at one of the preferred grammar schools, and Mimi selected the Quarry Bank High School, even though it was considered less prestigious academically than other secondary schools in the area—such as Prescot, Liverpool Collegiate, and the Liverpool Institute. But it had a reputation for discipline, and John, she thought, needed that. The other boys called it “the Army.”

When he entered Quarry Bank in 1952 at age eleven, Lennon was primed to rebel against the school’s conservative style. In response to Quarry Bank’s rote method of teaching, Lennon made it his mission to disrupt and disobey. Pete Shotton remembered John tying string on the doors of old ladies’ houses to keep them shut,20 setting alarm clocks to go off during lectures, rigging blackboards to collapse when a master turned to write on them, filling bicycle pumps with ink,21 and cadging unused lunch tickets to turn into cash.22 Lennon later reported, with some pride, that “most of the masters hated me like shit.” Former schoolmates remember him as a troublemaker, the ringleader in planning pranks, with a cruel streak. His caricatures were particularly abusive to cripples and the mentally retarded; he had a troubling impulse to strike out at people weaker than him.

Lennon and his friends also enjoyed rafting in the pond at Foster’s Field, which was adjacent to the Strawberry Field home, and to fool Aunt Mimi they’d build a bonfire and dry their clothes before returning home, “a process we found so amusing that we began setting fires just for the sake of it,” said Pete Shotton.23 Also common were ongoing rivalries with groups of Catholic kids, who went to Sunday school next door to St. Peter’s, at St. Anne’s, and carried on the battles of their Irish ancestors. “We called [the Protestant kids] the ‘Orange Protties,’ ” one Catholic resident remembered, “and there were very real pockets of prejudice in some households.”24

At grammar school, Lennon’s reputation for daring spread. Every year on Guy Fawkes Day, November 5, the Woolton Tip, a former pond that had been filled in after the war, was the site of a community bonfire. Hanging out on the day before the event with Pete Shotton, Ivan Vaughan, Len Garry, Bill Turner, and another friend, Lennon had a brainstorm. The wood was all piled up for the bonfire—why not light it a day early? That would turn some heads! The others quickly agreed. Shotton ran home to retrieve some matches, which they then “applied to the great heap of combustibles.” Once the fire was set, the boys retreated to the embankment across Menlove Avenue and waited for the commotion.

Suddenly, the whole of young Woolton emerged from their houses, attracted by the blaze, some with buckets of water, trying to put it out. Celebration quickly turned to panic, and Lennon and his mates streaked across the Allerton Golf Course for fear of catching the blame. But the gods were smiling. “The next day, to his horror,” Shotton wrote, “Bill Turner was accosted in his schoolyard by Brian Halliday, the local bully. ‘If I ever find out who it was that lit our fucking bonfire,’ ” Shotton recalled him saying to Turner, “ ‘I’m gonna fucking KILL ’em!’ ‘Right, Bri,’ Bill agreed, expecting his own voice to betray him any second. ‘That was a really rotten trick, wasn’t it, Bri?’ Fortunately for us, we all managed to keep our cool (and our secret).”25

To distinguish himself from his peers, Lennon adopted the trendy “Teddy Boy” garb, named for its satiric use of Edwardian jackets over flagrantly colorful shirts and tight jeans (“drainpipes”)—think of Elvis’s pink shirts and greased-back hair filtered through turn-of-the-century British dandies. One of Lennon’s Quarry Bank classmates, Michael Hill, remembers that Lennon “managed to look like a Teddy Boy even in uniform.”26 Peter Blake’s famous Self-Portrait with Badges, from 1961, depicts a typical British youth in his backyard who looks at the viewer with aghast silence, wearing a fruit salad of buttons on his denim jacket, holding an Elvis movie magazine, pledging his undying visual devotion to American culture—as if by adopting the insignia of the prevailing postwar power, he might adopt some of its confidence for himself. Blake’s subtext is Thomas Gainsborough’s Blue Boy ravaged by American wealth.

The “Teddies” fused their own cultural heritage with the American Beats. The word “beatnik” was a derogatory term coined by the reactionary San Francisco columnist Herb Caen in 1958, the “nik” suffix tacked onto the root word to echo “Sputnik” and brand the scene as un-American. Poet Allen Ginsberg, the author of Howl, responded to Caen’s meretricious term in the New York Times: “The foul word beatnik,” Ginsberg wrote, was already media simplification of a thriving counterculture. “If beatniks and not illuminated Beat poets overrun this country, they will have been created not by Kerouac but by industries of mass communication which continue to brainwash man.”27

Lennon encountered the Beat sensibility through movies like The Wild One (1953) with Marlon Brando and, later, books like Jack Keruoac’s On the Road (1957)—both of which Shotton mentions as Lennon favorites. Of course, Hollywood quickly reduced “beatniks” to a series of clichés: goatees, shades, black turtlenecks, coffee houses, “crazy, man” jargon, and the like. Maynard G. Krebs, the goofball Dobie Gillis TV character played by Bob Denver, before he became Gilligan, typified this beatnik stereotype. But cultural historian Ray Carney writes how false this idea was: “Beat culture was a state of mind, not a matter of how you dressed or talked or where you lived. In fact, Beat culture was far from monolithic. It was many different, conflicting, shifting states of mind.”28

For British youth, this attitude—the cool persona in ironic, turn-of-the-century Edwardian clothes—overlapped with the notion of a rising class of “angry young men,” first depicted in John Osborne’s fearsome play Look Back in Anger (1956). Jimmy Porter, Osborne’s hero, voiced underclass resentments about the limited opportunities and the constraints of life in cash-strapped, post-Empire Britain. While much of the rhetoric in Osborne’s play sounds dated now, at the time its language splashed cold water on polite British society’s façade.

Britain’s Teds echoed their American Beat counterparts with a ritualized dress code to look cool; but Teddy Boys were strictly a teenage phenomenon, and more about style than either art or politics. Lennon’s Teddy-Boy image served several purposes. It set him apart as an outsider, rebelling against his school, his aunt, and the establishment tastes and values they represented, although his actual rebellions were pretty minor. “The sort of gang I [ran with] went in for things like shoplifting and pulling girls’ knickers down,” Lennon said years later. “I was scared at the time, but Mimi was the only parent who never found out.” Emboldened by their Guy Fawkes Day triumph, Lennon and his buddies became more daring, and moved on from shoplifting candy to stealing things they could sell, such as cigarettes.

Taking on the image of a Teddy Boy also allowed Lennon to express a creative exuberance in his dress that monotonous school uniforms never allowed. Most of all, it made him look tough—which his insecurities made him desperate to do. Lennon needed his Teddy-Boy image, he later told his first wife, Cynthia, precisely because he didn’t feel strong at all on the inside. He believed he had a better chance of avoiding a run-in with genuinely tough kids if he simply looked fierce enough. “If he was really pushed,” however, she reported, “he could fight as dirty as his attackers and frequently did in the old days. . . . [But] John was a self-confessed coward [and] he would use every trick in the book to avoid a confrontation.”29 Lennon was so successful at creating a tough image for himself that he became notorious for it. Paul McCartney remembers hearing about Lennon before actually meeting him: “John was the local Ted. You saw him rather than met him.”30

According to Quarry Bank’s conservative headmaster of the early 1950s, E. R. Taylor, Lennon was easily the most unruly student he had to deal with in his career. Taylor’s replacement, William Ernest Pobjoy, who took over in Lennon’s second year—and famously abolished corporal punishment at the school—adopted a more progressive outlook. “John was a very talented lad, but from junior school he had taken a delight in mischief,” Pobjoy later recalled. “Things were different in those days, and I remember one of the remarks on his report was a complaint from a teacher about John, who had been caught gambling on the cricket field during a house match. Cricket was taken very seriously in those days. I remember that the last thing written on his final report was that he could go far.”31 Busy with his personal and stylistic rebellion, Lennon brushed off classes and, at sixteen, failed the next round of exams in the British diagnostic pyramid, the O-levels.

Lennon’s early pranks had conceptual flair. One term Lennon was miffed to learn that his friends Garry and Turner, students at the Liverpool Institute, would get a day off for “teachers’ training” while Quarry Bank was still in session. Taking Lennon’s dare, the two of them showed up at Lennon’s art class in their Institute uniforms, claiming to be new students who’d just enrolled and whose parents had bought them the wrong clothes. As the instructor, a man named Martin, started writing down their names, in walked Pete Shotton, anxious to see how the ruse was going. He told Martin he was retrieving his pen from Lennon, who protested with mock self-righteousness: “I haven’t seen your pen. Furthermore I strongly object to you coming in and disturbing me working. And I am sure I speak on behalf of Mr. Martin as well.” “I must say I agree with Lennon on this occasion,” Martin responded. “Shotton, you will write out 500 lines saying ‘I must not interrupt Mr. Martin’s Art Class,’ and let me have them in the morning.” “A week later,” Len Garry recalled, “in our morning assembly at the Institute, the headmaster . . . mentioned in passing about an incident in which Quarry Bank had been ‘infiltrated by the enemy.’ We were later given a sharp reprimand by the head—but we got knowing smiles from the other teachers. For the rest of that term, we were heroes in the school.”32

Rod Davis remembers how many teachers made a distinction between their admiration for Lennon’s talent and their role as his superiors. “These stories would get around the teachers’ staff room, but I don’t think Lennon appreciated that the teachers really thought a lot of him. The last thing they could possibly do is admit it!”33

Shotton remembered another teacher, Mr. McDermott, who could never be bothered to read student essays; he simply put a red check mark in the margin and handed them back. For an assignment on St. Paul’s journey to Damascus, Lennon wrote, “On the road to Damascus, a burning pie flew out of the window and hit St. Paul right between the eyes and when he came to he was blind forever.” McDermott returned the essay with his usual mark.

“What McDermott really wants is a class full of fucking vicars,” Lennon told Shotton. “Why not give it to him?” Together they cut forty cardboard “dog collars” out of cereal boxes and gave one to every student in his class. That day McDermott came in, opened his briefcase, pulled out his papers, and started to read “in his boring religious voice.” When he finally looked up at his class, he froze, dropping his jaw midsentence. “And then he laughs and laughs and laughs,” Shotton remembered. “His enormous frame shakes so much I thought he’d have a seizure. ‘That was terrific, boys,’ he says. ‘What a prank.’ He enjoyed it so much he made us keep on our dog collars for the rest of the lesson.”34

As he began having his head, Lennon skipped class often. On his 1956 Christmas report card, where the “absent” marks go right down the page, his math teacher, Mr. Nixon—known as “Old Nick,” according to Rod Davis—wrote: “Term mark: 17 percent. If he continues like this, this boy’s bound to fail!” Davis explains how this remark got misinterpreted: “So this is December 1956, and in July he’s going to be taking his maths GCE exam, right? [It’s] a perfectly reasonable statement to make after all these absences!” But that “bound to fail” remark proved irresistible to biographers. Lennon himself bandied it around with interviewers, and it’s trailed him ever since.

Lennon lumped Quarry Bank into his larger story about his troubles with Aunt Mimi and his restless adolescence. But some of his school friends argue that it wasn’t so bad and that Lennon painted his Quarry Bank teachers with a very broad brush. “Many of them had served in the war and were wonderful characters and storytellers,” Davis recalled, citing a math teacher named Fred Yule, “who had been a bomber navigator and sported a metal leg which creaked so that you could hear him coming for some distance! He was so strong that he once lifted Lennon clean off the ground by his lapels!”35

Despite his carefree attitude, Lennon paid more attention than he let on. Convinced he was smarter than the snobs who controlled his days, Lennon resolved to drop out of school as soon as he could. In the meantime, in an offhanded way, he designed his own program of education—reading, drawing, and soaking up knowledge from the emergent pop culture of Liverpool and Britain in the 1950s. His Quarry Bank grades and teachers’ notes show high marks in History and Geography.36 Moreover, Pobjoy, the Quarry Bank headmaster, became John’s chief advocate in getting him into art college after graduation despite being, along with the teachers, the occasional target of Lennon’s caricatures. Davis recalled an annual fair at St. Peter’s where the Quarry Bank boys were operating booths. “John had done these drawings of the teachers. . . . If you got three darts on your favorite master, you won something. These caricatures were absolutely brilliant. I’ve got a copy of the Sunday Express magazine which has copies of these, and they are still brilliant when you look at them now. And this was when he was in fourth year!”

Lennon always spoke about how marginalized he felt, and how few teachers seemed to believe in him. But Davis thinks this gets overblown: Lennon received high marks when he paid attention, and many enjoyed his cartoons and practical jokes. Davis insists the teachers felt conflicted about Lennon. At Quarry Bank, “everybody considered themselves part of the ‘top slice,’ the most promising young minds with the most promising futures.” The faculty, he says, “couldn’t very well encourage his rebellions—otherwise, the entire fabric of what was going on would fall apart.” Reigning cultural mores simply didn’t allow them to reward his antics. Davis chortles when he remembers how they felt: “Apart from locking him up, there wasn’t a lot they could do with him!”37





Chapter 3

She Said She Said

Lennon’s teenage years paralleled Britain’s postwar penury. Rock ’n’ roll was not quite a rumor on the English music scene. The Marshall Plan had swept into Europe in 1948, resurrecting the Continent and rebuilding destroyed cities, but Britain hardly shared in its bounty. With war debt still dragging on the economy, interest rates held at punitive. The country was barely able to service its existing obligations, never mind borrow more for rebuilding. As historian Paul Johnson writes in Modern Times:

The war had cost [the UK] $30 billion, a quarter of her net wealth. She had sold $5 billion of foreign assets and accumulated $12 billion of foreign debts. America had given her a post-war loan, but this did not cover the gap in her trade—exports in 1945 were less than a third of the 1938 figure—nor her outgoings as a slender pillar of stability in Europe, the Mediterranean and the Middle East.1

At the same time, in response to international pressure, Britain began dismantling its empire, which meant writing off revenues from former colonies. Struggling to mend its battered cities and absorbing the loss of a previous generation’s imperial glory, the British populace experienced the first decade after the war as a time of prolonged shortages. The shelling had stopped, but food rationing continued until 1954. During the same period—the years between Lennon’s move into Mimi Smith’s house and his embrace of rock ’n’ roll ten years later—the United States experienced an unprecedented level of economic expansion, giving American teenagers more free time and more cash to spend on their own amusement. Teens in postwar Britain, however, suffered privation far removed from the American boom. This cultural gap had profound effects on how early rock ’n’ roll history played out.

The underfunded, state-run British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) didn’t even launch a television news service until 1954. Only in 1955 did England finally see glimmers of an economic resurgence similar to the one broadcast from the United States. That same year, the Independent Television Network (ITV) was launched, with the aim of providing more lively, up-to-date, and entertaining programming. Still, at that time, only 30 percent of Britons owned television sets (compared to more than 50 percent in the U.S.), and working- and lower-middle-class kids in Liverpool families were not among them. Luckily for John, Pete Shotton’s policeman father had bought one of the first televisions in the neighborhood, and Pete lived only one block over, on Vale Road. The 1953 coronation of Queen Elizabeth would be the medium’s first broadcast event in England well before any boom.

This postwar privation caused British adolescents to experience the mid-1950s rock explosion much differently from their American counterparts. The BBC Light Programme played mainstream standards, Tin Pan Alley tunes, and occasional big band music, but Liverpool ears sought out many more styles than dreamt of by the BBC. If anything, its bustling seaport resembled the Memphis train junction, with new products and influences streaming in daily. Once a haven for hundreds of thousands of Irish fleeing the great potato famine and a hub for slave traders during the mid-nineteenth century, Merseyside also housed Europe’s first Chinatown. “Liverpool is where the Irish came when they ran out of potatoes, and it’s where black people were left or worked as slaves or whatever,” Lennon remembered. “We were a great amount of Irish descent and blacks and Chinamen, all sorts.”2

This polyglot culture sprouted diverse and lively entertainments. American sailors on the Cunard lines brought in early rhythm-and-blues and country-and-western records to sell on the black market in advance of European distributors.3 In his book Magical Mystery Tours, Tony Bramwell, George Harrison’s friend who became a Beatle publicist, describes huge weekend record swaps near the docks. Americans stationed at the nearby Burtonwood base invited locals into their homes to drink Coca-Cola and spin American records on their turntables.4 “All the girls would head up to Burtonwood for the dances,” Quarrymen drummer Colin Hanton remembered.5 Travelers also brought back European releases of American music that had not yet been picked up by British labels. Lennon had strong memories of Liverpool’s country-and-western scene, and knew about the local folk and blues clubs well before the rock ’n’ roll tide came in. By 1955, Liverpudlians had already been exposed to a dense variety of cultural influences. As a result, they boasted the least parochial taste in Britain, and their Scouser pride celebrated stylistic variety. “The people there—” Lennon said, “the Irish in Ireland are the same—they take their music very seriously.” 6

In this atmosphere, alternative radio became a pipeline to the American scene. Radio Luxembourg, launched in 1931 to play military band music and passed through Nazi and then Allied hands during and after the war, transformed itself in the 1950s. Its 208-meter wavelength (“2-0-8 Power Play”) couldn’t reach far beyond Germany during the day, but at night the signal had greater reach, and much of the UK could tune in. The station began broadcasting a 7 P.M. English service in 1950. Against the BBC’s relatively meager light fare, it stood out as the only signal that carried American R&B, country, and rock ’n’ roll. Nobody with the slightest interest in music could live without it, and its oracular nighttime-only reception gave it the insider status of an “offshore,” or pirate, station.

There’s not much mentioned when it comes to Aunt Mimi’s taste in music; like a lot of parents of her generation, she simply thought guitars were so much “noise.” Her sister Judy, however, ran wires connecting her gramophone to remote speakers in different rooms of her home—commonplace now but unheard of at the time. Lennon copied this setup at Mendips, stringing wire from the living-room radio up to his bedroom, where he installed a speaker so he could listen to adventurous DJs like Jimmy Savile and Jack Jackson on Radio Luxembourg at night.7

Listening to Radio Luxembourg, Lennon heard whispers of the emergent rock ’n’ roll style during the spring of 1955, just as it began to surface in the United States. Lennon’s and the UK’s introduction to early rock ’n’ roll, however, came through the unlikely figure of Lonnie Donegan, a Scottish banjo player and guitarist from Chris Barber’s jazz band. During intermissions, Donegan organized a small “skiffle” combo to entertain audiences (Barber, a trombonist, sat in on upright bass or harmonica). Skiffle (derived from “skiffle party,” a synonym for “rent party”) grew out of the original Dixieland and ragtime styles to turn common household items into instruments, typically an old-fashioned wooden washboard strummed in time with a sewing thimble, along with a guitar and a harmonica. (If you were really fancy, you could add drums.) The style enjoyed a couple of stateside hits following World War I, with Jimmy O’Bryant and the Chicago Skifflers, and a brief revival from Dan Burley and His Skiffle Boys, featuring guitarists Brownie and Stick McGhee, in 1948. Through Donegan, this stateside novelty style enjoyed its first and only craze.

In late 1954, Donegan recorded a skiffle version of the American blues singer Leadbelly’s “Rock Island Line.” Drained of Leadbelly’s authority, Donegan’s cover sparked an infectious, do-it-yourself spirit that British teens responded to. The skinny style sounded completely unpretentious and winning, as if its jumping rhythms could leap tall buildings, with no pretense at skill, unlike all the stuffy orchestras and big-band arrangements the BBC played. Released in early 1955 as a 45 rpm extended-play (EP) single, along with Donegan’s cover of another Leadbelly track, “John Henry,” and Royal Festival Hall concert recordings of “I Don’t Care Where They Bury My Body” and “Digging My Potatoes,” it conquered the UK charts, selling three million copies in six months. Stranger still, “Rock Island Line” leapt clear across the pond to reach number eight in America in March 1956.

Donegan’s lighthearted audience rapport and bouncing rhythms set off a run on Britain’s guitars and unused washboards. Perhaps the UK required something tamer than Elvis to make way for rock’s more aggressive rhythms; perhaps the protracted effort to market Elvis worldwide simply delayed his impact. At the time, it turned Donegan into a major UK star; history has since cast him in the role of England’s John the Baptist.

In Barber’s jazz lineup, Donegan played the banjo, but he switched to guitar for skiffle. Lennon took note of that connection. Julia had taught him the banjo, so here was the leap to guitar made plain: if you could play one, you could play the other. Donegan had simply gone in the opposite direction: “Chris Barber wanted me to join him on banjo, so I bought one,” Donegan remembered. “He said ‘Put your fingers in the middle and do something.’ ”8

Although not much of a looker, Donegan helped himself to clothes from his previous job as a department-store window dresser.9 Fan enough to adopt a black musician’s name (pianist Lonnie Johnson, for whom Donegan had opened back in 1952), he played the dandy without the looks, and a lot of his appeal lay in how he defined himself against current norms. “If he looked like a used car salesman offstage,” wrote rock historian Alan Clayson, “[he] could be mesmeric in concert, creating true hand-biting excitement as he piled into numbers his group didn’t know; took on and resolved risky extemporizations, and generated a sweaty, exhilarating intensity.”10 “Puttin’ On the Style,” a 1926 number he put out in 1957, sketched this persona out and became an early teen dress-up anthem: “She’s putting on the agony, putting on the style/That’s what all the young folks are doing all the while.”

Upward of five thousand skiffle groups formed in the UK during 1955 and 1956. Even Mick Jagger, who would later deny it, got his start as a member of the Barber-Colyer Skiffle Band in London, when Chris Barber lost Donegan to a solo career and started another group. Van Morrison joined Belfast’s Sputniks.11 The almost fourteen-year-old Paul McCartney and the thirteen-year-old George Harrison both heard Donegan perform at Liverpool’s Empire Theatre in May 1956, at the height of his popularity; McCartney waited by the stage door to get Donegan’s autograph, and the star’s personable demeanor with fans made a lasting impression.12

In Britain, Donegan’s influence is hard to overstate: he had eight top-thirty UK hits in 1956 stores, and twenty-two more before 1962, ranging from Woody Guthrie material like “Grand Coulee Dam” to Leadbelly’s “Bring a Little Water, Sylvie” and Riley Puckett and Gid Tanner’s 1924 “Cumberland Gap.” The following year brought the novelty “Does Your Chewing Gum Lose It’s [sic] Flavor (on the Bedpost Over Night)?” (from a 1924 hit by Billy Jones and Ernest Hare) and a cover of the Carter Family’s “My Dixie Darling.” The Carters’ country-and-western connection is tied in with skiffle’s do-it-yourself ethos: skiffle groups were originally called “spasm bands” when they surfaced in New Orleans. You had to have chops to play trad jazz, but skiffle offered the immediate gratification of a style anybody could copy, and washboards and tea chests were just lying around people’s houses. Quarryman Hanton remembers more music shops getting robbed than jewelers.13 “The question wasn’t ‘is your brother in a skiffle band?’ ” Julia Baird recalled, “it was ‘which skiffle band is he in?’ ”14

Lennon bought and cherished “Rock Island Line,” one of his first records, a prized possession that he eventually passed on to his Quarry Bank schoolmate Rod Davis. Julia Baird remembers, “My father’s big wind-up gramophone was the highlight of social evenings at home. That’s how Jacqui, John and I first became acquainted with the strange new music from America called rock ’n’ roll, which the local seamen had brought back with them.”15 Rock’s early mysteries unfolded through coded slang, borrowed from black rhythm and blues, which suddenly took on new meanings among a wider, and younger, audience. The music cut a swath through the world, separating teenagers from adults, hips from squares, those who heard the call and those it baffled. This introduced a new layer of complication between Judy, who “got it,” and her sister Mimi, who didn’t—and never would.

In the middle of this battle, one figure remained constant: George Smith, John’s most important ally as a child. Then, abruptly, one Sunday in June of 1955, George collapsed and was rushed to Sefton Hospital, diagnosed with cirrhosis of the liver. He died the next day from a brain hemorrhage at the age of fifty-two. Nobody, apparently, so much as suspected that George was ill. Although he must have been in chronic pain for months before he died, he hid his ailment from those who loved him most. John, four months short of his fifteenth birthday, had just left for his summer holiday in Scotland. He turned around immediately and headed home. His cousin Leila, sixteen at the time, traveled back with him, and later described the scene to Julia Baird: “It was a terrible shock to us all, but especially to John who looked on him as a father. . . . He and John always had little secrets going on between the two of them. He was so affectionate. John always used to insist on giving him ‘squeakers,’ his name for kisses, before George put him to bed.”16

None of the reports of George’s sudden death address the causes of his cirrhosis, but the likelihood is that he, like John’s paternal grandfather, Jack Lennon Jr., died from alcoholic liver disease, still one of the leading causes of mortality throughout the world. Whatever his failings, George Smith’s love for his nephew was one of the few uncomplicated attachments of Lennon’s early life. When Mimi sent John up to his room for misbehaving, it was George who would tiptoe up with cake to leave by his door to smooth things over. When John was older, George sneaked him off to the movies despite Mimi’s disapproval. George, the more passive personality in the house, had long since replaced Alf as his father figure.

As relatives started to stream through for Smith’s funeral, John hid upstairs in his bedroom with Leila, giggling hysterically rather than crying. This eruption, now treated as a perfectly “normal” grief response, tormented his conscience for years. To have good relations with a “stepfather” was triumph enough for a boy whose father had left him at age five. And George, quiet in his influence but a kind and merry man, had loved him unconditionally, made few demands on him, and protected him from his aunt’s harsh and unpredictable temper. Compounding John’s pain, Alfred Lennon reappeared briefly during this phase and contacted his son to suggest a meeting. Pete Shotton reported that John was “electrified by the prospect of encountering [his father] face to face—and felt cruelly cheated when the plans ultimately fell through.” Thereafter, John rarely spoke of him “except to note, without any apparent resentment, that his old man had ‘run away to sea.’ ”17

After George’s death, Lennon, alone in Mimi’s household with only his beloved dog, Sally, to comfort him, tumbled into an emotional freefall. Rock ’n’ roll came along right as grief ambushed his life again, echoing all the way down to those fearsome, ten-year-old Blackpool separation anxieties.

Lennon began to follow the music’s progress in the papers throughout 1956. He begged Judy for a guitar, which she bought him: a secondhand Egmond, which cost her five pounds. Judy tuned the guitar’s top four strings as if it were a banjo (ignoring the low E and A strings), and Lennon taught himself to play from his mother’s banjo chords, trying at first to imitate Donegan’s sound.

Several forces began gathering in Lennon’s world to form the perfect Elvis storm; Presley’s rhythms were swift, but his UK ascent happened gradually. Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the Clock” got slapped on as an afterthought to the sound track of Blackboard Jungle in 1955; Haley didn’t appear in the movie, but the song became huge. Lennon rushed to see it with Len Garry and Pete Shotton at the Woolton cinema, only to be disappointed. He had read all about teenage riots, but he took in a lousy teen-exploitation movie, saddled with a sound track by an overweight, middle-aged white guy with a phony curl on his forehead fronting yesterday’s big band, trying too hard to swing. “Just to be cheeky, Lennon and Shotton suddenly threw a fight out of boredom, right in the middle of the film. They turned on the lights and there was a big scene—but it was all just a laugh. I don’t even remember the film, just Lennon causing a scene,” said Garry.18

Even so, a lot of tedium still clogged the British charts. Throughout 1955, pop still propped up Frankie Laine, the cloying singer who recorded with the Paul Weston or Mitch Miller Orchestra and the Norman Luboff Choir on throwback material like “In the Beginning,” “Cool Water,” and “Strange Lady in Town” (all from 1955). Like many rock fans, Lennon recoiled when Pat Boone smoothed over Fats Domino’s original “Ain’t That a Shame,” which he knew from Radio Luxembourg. To Lennon, the racial contrast on those two records mattered less than aesthetics: Domino outsang Boone by a factor of at least ten. Hearing hard-core rock ’n’ rollers push their way up the charts through layers of treacle boasted dramatic intrigue with a visceral kick; shouting down pop was half of rock ’n’ roll’s mission. In the United States, “Cherry Pink (and Apple Blossom White),” as recorded by Perez Prado, spent ten weeks at the fore while Presley began to see regional chart action in the South with “That’s All Right,” buttressed by appearances on the popular Louisiana Hayride on radio and television.

Presley didn’t break wide in England until “Heartbreak Hotel,” in the spring of 1956. In cultural terms, Britain trailed behind America, but the lag worked in Presley’s favor: that summer, “Heartbreak Hotel,” “Blue Suede Shoes,” “I Want You, I Need You, I Love You,” and “Hound Dog” crowded the UK charts. Carl Perkins, Fats Domino, and Little Richard also scored hits in the UK later in 1956, while Buddy Holly, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Chuck Berry began to win fans there in early 1957.

In fact, Lennon remembered reading about Elvis Presley before actually hearing his voice. Julia Baird claims that her mother first played Elvis for John;19 while his memory held on to his classmate Don Beatty’s sharing an article about Presley in the New Musical Express. The hype made Lennon suspicious.

The music papers were saying that Presley was fantastic, and at first I expected someone like Perry Como or Sinatra. “Heartbreak Hotel” seemed a corny title and his name seemed strange in those days. But then, when I heard it, it was the end for me. I first heard it on Radio Luxembourg. He turned out to be fantastic. I remember rushing home with the record and saying, “He sounds like Frankie Laine and Johnnie Ray and Tennessee Ernie Ford!”20

Lennon identified three distinct Elvis influences to make key musical connections. In Presley’s vocal style, he recognized aspects of Laine’s vaguely country “Hawk-Eye” (1955) and “Sixteen Tons” (1956), Ray’s smooth R&B hustle in “Hey There” and “Such a Night” (both from 1954), and Ford’s stately pop delivery in “Give Me Your Word” and “The Ballad of Davy Crockett” (both 1955). That these three styles were previously unconnected dots seemed far-fetched in the extreme; that Presley linked their diverse audiences remains his triumph.

Elvis Presley was the great linchpin of early rock ’n’ roll, the figure every Beatle bows down before. “Before Elvis there was nothing” became Lennon’s koan. “Suddenly it was like . . . the Messiah has come,” Paul McCartney said. “Oh God I loved him, you have no idea,” Ringo Starr proclaimed well into middle age.

For his breakthrough, Presley’s “Heartbreak Hotel” delivered a fast, peculiar thrill and left a dizzying afterglow. Every verse teased and threatened, and then he wound down slowly into melodramatic, agonizingly quiet refrains. Finally, as if overwhelmed, he turned guitarist Scotty Moore loose for a solo. The song turned Presley into an emotional pretzel—too much longing, too much desire, too much seduction clanging up against too much self-knowledge—and by seizing its challenge, he walked away King. All by itself, “Heartbreak Hotel” sucked you into a torrid affair that was too tempting to resist but too doomed to succeed; it was altogether thrilling, forbidden, and flamboyantly condemned. In telling the story, Elvis sounded like he had way too much to express, and the music coursed through his body like a religious passion inculcating a new believer. Metaphorically, the record brewed up backwoods emotional hooch that made you loopy at first gulp. Imagine the emotionally hungry John Lennon tasting this forbidden fruit.

Once this sound got in your head, the beat was colossal, but that booming Elvis voice was even bigger, and seemed to dominate worlds outside the song. The record seeped into Lennon’s life, and everybody else’s, like a virus, whether you had just played it or hadn’t heard it in a week. Once Presley grabbed hold, he spoke like an oracle, your new teen mentor, sitting on your shoulder, urging you to embrace romance, kiss that girl, and take a thousand other risks, even as his doubt and hesitation whispered uncertainty and dread. Presley’s daring was emphatic: it was almost as if this tremulous sound told you to take risks because not to take them meant certain defeat—playing meant winning. All you had to do was find him on your radio, or get his musical juices flowing in your walk and your talk, and you, too, could tap the Elvis within by strutting with a hero’s stride and living out the sound.

Most Americans were introduced to Elvis on their living-room televisions, via the Dorsey brothers’ Stage Show, The Milton Berle Show, The Steve Allen Show, and finally The Ed Sullivan Show in September 1956, as Presley systematically smashed everybody’s perceived notions about Southerners. Presley was beautiful, sure; but until he opened his mouth and the music took hold of his body, he was an overconfident rube. Surprise was all: to the broad middle class, here was a new kind of hick, transformed by sheer self-respect, redeemed by a glowering self-confidence.

Presley’s musical stature oozed poetry. As the quintessential American, the truck driver who transcended his own rags-to-riches dream-coming-true, he fleshed out a musical answer to actors like Montgomery Clift, James Dean, and Marlon Brando and quickly enfolded them into a larger notion about America, not just its music, but its very idea of itself. Presley’s confidence in adopting black music somehow transcended self-assurance to pose a bigger threat to Jim Crow customs than any Brown v. Board of Education ruling (1954). After Elvis, many other performers sounded vaguely show-biz, acts with mannerisms where his curled, charismatic lips and unruly hips elevated his singing into pure symbolism, recklessness as style that trumped entertainment.

To Lennon and his British friends, however, a lot of these American cultural associations simply evaporated. To them, Presley was more than just a poor kid from the provinces who made it big in the city; he carried a more universal charge as the charismatic misfit from “nowhere” who changed the way people heard and saw things quite literally all over the world. All during his ascent that year, Presley made everything that was limiting and oppressive about being young in a throwback town seem charged with possibility, change, full of dares too enticing to defy. When Elvis let loose, physically as well as vocally, he threw off a thousand invisible conventions, from all the customary ways white men should sing and move their bodies to all the customs entertainers were supposed to observe in public. He was the classless truck driver, the talent who was too big to be contained by mere records, too popular to be mere celebrity, and too magical to be mere Southerner, hillbilly, hick, rube, teen singer, or flash in the pan. Everyday life, in all its tiresome expectations, suddenly pulsed to Elvis Presley’s hips.

If Donegan flung open the door, Presley turned on the lights and started a rumpus that lit up the whole dreary neighborhood. Yes, there was the sheer thrill of hearing an American youth set loose new metaphors of freedom on such a grand scale—racial, sexual, gender, and generational. But Lennon, and those he gathered around him at the time, also sensed a larger, overarching promise in Presley’s success: in the guilty pleasures of “Heartbreak Hotel,” the infinite joyride of “Hound Dog,” and the wry self-deprecation of “I Forgot to Remember to Forget,” Presley was quickly a symbol of how this new music stretched out endlessly. If this Memphis hick could, in critic Greil Marcus’s words, “imagine himself King,” so could you—especially if the rest of the world saw you as a common Scouser from a nowhere northern dock town. “I’m an Elvis fan because it was Elvis who really got me out of Liverpool,” Lennon later said. Once he heard Elvis sing, “that was life, there was no other thing. I thought of nothing else but rock ’n’ roll.”21

Presley’s first UK sortie came in May of 1956 with “Blue Suede Shoes,” on the heels of Lonnie Donegan and the skiffle boom, like two relay runners passing a magical baton; and once he got a toehold on the British charts, he kept right on gunning until he had outlapped Donegan as well, each hit another rabbit from his hat, until Christmas brought the gooey Love Me Tender, his first film and a consolidation of his fame. “Blue Suede Shoes,” “Heartbreak Hotel,” and “Hound Dog” were so popular they kept returning to the top ten every few weeks that year, volleying for primacy, and when September rolled around, a rerelease of “Heartbreak Hotel” gave Presley his first UK number one. It was Presley’s UK year, but Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers’ doo-wop “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” also peaked that July, and among the other records Lennon bought and devoured in 1956 were Carl Perkins’s hell-bound rockabilly “Blue Suede Shoes,” Little Richard’s powder-keg “Rip It Up,” and Fats Domino’s slow-rolling “Blueberry Hill.” All the while, Frankie Laine was serenading UK listeners with his cowboy drivel. He kept having hits, but once RCA started marketing Presley in England and Europe, Laine’s presence shriveled in the newcomer’s glare.

Every time parents, or the prim Aunt Mimi, denounced Presley, his authority swelled. Lennon’s adoration must have felt boundless. Everything about Elvis had flash and humor, every gesture an element of self-mockery (“I Want You, I Need You, I Love You” alone snickered at every other sticky valentine while delivering its own affection). He could go all slurpy in “Love Me Tender” or “Love Me,” but these sentimental ballads never detracted from his toughness, the guileless humor and illicit thrills of his streak through the first six months of 1957 hits: “Mystery Train,” “Rip It Up,” “Too Much,” “All Shook Up,” “(Let Me Be Your) Teddy Bear.” In a flash, pop music posed pictures of integration beyond anything American or British culture had yet seen in real life.

Lennon’s classmate Michael Hill remembers taking lunch breaks from school at his empty house (his mother worked), where he, Lennon, and two or three other friends smoked cigarettes, drank hot chocolate, and ate potato chips while listening to the latest records. Since rock received little mainstream airplay at the time, whenever one of the group acquired a new 45 it quickly became a shared secret. One sunny spring day in 1956, five of them biked over to Hill’s house for their movable listening party. Hill himself was late to the rock trend, and eager to confirm his credentials as a guy in the know by showing off his latest acquisition from Holland, where he’d just been on a school trip. He doesn’t remember what led him to buy this particular record, but he does remember its yellow label, and the old family radiogram—a record player, and radio, and speakers housed in the same wooden cabinet.

The record Hill boasted about was a 78 rpm by Little Richard that had been released on the Ronnex label, a small Belgian firm that imported American R&B to Europe. (It was also a rarity: Little Richard didn’t score a UK hit with this record until 1957.) And Hill was quite confident that he had scored big. All the other guys were dead (read: extreme) Elvis fans; “Heartbreak Hotel” had made such a searing impression that his status as King was unassailable. Hill made an outlandish boast before playing the single: he proclaimed this new singer “better than Elvis.” That riled Lennon—until the needle dropped into the grooves and Little Richard began to sing “Long Tall Sally.” “I rarely remember him losing his composure,” Hill recalls. “But that day he dropped his guard completely. . . . He was clearly stunned at what he heard. He didn’t want to be convinced that Little Richard was better than Elvis. We played it over and over again, and I must say it was one of the few times any of us ever saw Lennon completely lose his tough veneer.”22

Years later, Lennon described hearing “Long Tall Sally” for the first time as a pivotal moment in his musical development. “When I heard it, it was so great I couldn’t speak.” This was a matter of the utmost gravity to him: who could dare challenge the King? Hill’s claim was blasphemy. And yet the power of “Long Tall Sally” was irrefutable, indomitable. “How could they be happening in my life, both of them?” Lennon remembered thinking of the two singers. At last, to break the tension, one member of the group pointed out that Little Richard was “a nigger,” using the forbidden word to be cool; and somehow this solved Lennon’s dilemma. Revealing his limited exposure to the cultural universe outside his part of Liverpool, he said, “I didn’t know Negroes sang.” In his mind, the difference between a white man and a black was so fundamental that they could never compete with each other. They belonged in different categories. “Thank you, God,” he told himself, relieved that this showdown had some kind of resolution, that one needn’t displace the other. Even better: the sound proclaimed how much room there was for both rock characters—and more, too.

The labels on “Heartbreak Hotel” and “Long Tall Sally” were different colors, and swirled around Lennon’s early impressions of these two vocal characters, setting off obsessive thoughts about the music’s packaging even before he’d seen how Little Richard’s screams unraveled his bouffant.

A bright boy like John could not fail to see through his aunt Mimi’s deceptions. Mimi had concealed her sister’s close proximity until John was eleven or twelve, and as they became reacquainted, Judy treated him more like a nephew than a son. Revelations since Mimi’s death in 1991 intensify the possessive undercurrents between the two Stanley sisters. With Dykins, her new common-law husband, Judy had finally settled into motherhood and family life in her thirties, as her son would do in his own life. Judy seems to have relinquished most of the important decisions about young John’s upbringing and education to Mimi, and only welcomed him back to her new home as he entered adolescence. The anxious maternal voltage between these sisters—one with children, one without—crackled straight through John’s internal fuse box.

Once he started Quarry Bank and built his reputation as a tough, Lennon battled more and more against Mimi’s iron hand. Judy lived just two miles from Mendips, and as he came of age, her more relaxed household became a refuge from the stultifying Aunt Mimi, and her daughters adopted John as an older brother once removed. The laughter and music in Judy’s house became an oasis. With her charismatic, elusive personality, he began to identify with her as the real mother he’d longed for since she gave him up. Unlike Mimi, Judy also enjoyed watching John embrace the new Teddy-Boy trend, and she “gave me my first colored shirt,” Lennon remembered. “I started going to visit her at her house. I met her new bloke and didn’t think much of him. I called him Twitchy. Julia became a sort of young aunt to me, or a big sister. As I got bigger and had more rows with Mimi, I used to go and live with Julia for a weekend.”23

Most narratives stress Lennon’s patronizing attitude toward the “new bloke,” Bobby Dykins. Yet Julia Dykins Baird claims that they were an extended family in every sense. It was Dykins’s “funny little nervous cough” that inspired John to nickname him “Twitchy,” Baird wrote, but “never to his face. He actually called him Bobby, as our mother did.”24 Dykins occasionally found John odd jobs at the Adelphi—the same hotel where Alf Lennon had been working as a bellboy when he met Judy Stanley. An only child in the Smith household, John enjoyed playing big brother to his younger half sisters. “We certainly weren’t the only family in our street with odd domestic arrangements,” Julia Baird recalled. “There was one family with nine children, two of whom lived with their grandmother. . . . The children of another family were looked after by their father because their mother only came home at weekends. . . . She worked in London.”25

Judy’s home attracted Lennon for other reasons. Mother and son both craved music and laughter. Julia Baird described her mother walking down the street with her panties fashioned around her head like a scarf. Judy clearly preferred the sisterly role to the maternal, and relished the chance to participate in John’s adolescence. As Judy’s satellite home welcomed him in, she reentered his life in the way she felt most comfortable—almost as a peer.

Eventually, Judy gave John his first guitar. But his first instrument was an old harmonica—or mouth organ, as it was called. The Smiths “used to take in students,” Lennon recalled, “and one of them had a mouth organ and said he’d buy me one if I could learn a tune by the next morning. So I learnt two. I was somewhere between eight and twelve at the time; in short pants, anyway.”26 Julia Baird recalled that the instrument swiftly became “his most treasured possession. He took it with him everywhere, not wanting to lose sight of it for a single moment.”27

John’s cousin Stanley Parkes remembers him having a cheap little harmonica that he played constantly, driving everyone crazy. On one of his bus trips up to Scotland, he played it the whole way, impressing the driver, who singled him out for praise when they arrived in Edinburgh. A previous passenger had left a harmonica on the bus some months back, he told John, who returned for it the following day. “He had it for years,” Parkes recalled, “and in fact he played it on some of his records. Eventually he took it to America and had it in the Dakota building in New York, I believe.”28

At some point during this period, Stanley let John try out his own pint accordion. For Stanley, the instrument felt awkward, “like playing the piano sideways,” but John “strapped it on his shoulder and just took to it like a duck takes to water.” “How the heck did you do that,” Stanley cried. “ ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, ‘I just do it.’ He took it home and he had it for quite a while.”29

On this small keyboard, and later at Judy’s piano (and using only his right hand), Lennon taught himself to play the same songs that he’d learned to play on the mouth organ, middlebrow standards such as Alfven’s “Swedish Rhapsody,” the “Theme from Moulin Rouge,” “Greensleeves,” and a tune that later showed up in Beatle sets, “The Third Man Theme,” from the 1949 Carol Reed movie starring Orson Welles.30 Where Mimi would shush him up, at Judy’s place he could play harmonica and poke out tunes at the piano, to Judy’s delight. She even joined in with him. Why wouldn’t he feel like spending more time with her?

Previous Beatle historians have placed a halo around Mimi’s head because she rescued the neglected John, gave his life structure and stability, and provided him with a kindly stepfather. Mimi was free to cast herself in this role, however, because she was the one telling the story—Julia Stanley Lennon didn’t live long enough to record her own version of events. And the reality turns out to be far more tangled. In Mimi’s mind, she’d loved John since he was born, rescued him from his hapless parents, and felt wounded when he began to display a preference for the mother who had abandoned him. Pete Shotton remembered growing rows between Lennon and his aunt once John began spending weekends at his mother’s, and the parental tug-of-war that had traumatized him when he was five escalated anew between the two Stanley sisters, who behaved very much like a divorced couple competing for their child.

The more Mimi tried to reassert her dominance in his life, the longer John would stay over at his mother’s. After a big fight, Shotton said, “sometimes he’d inform his aunt he was ‘running away’ for good.”31 Mimi couldn’t help feeling slighted—she did all the work, Judy had all the fun—but her anger at John’s (quite natural) adolescent rebelliousness revealed a nasty side that long went unreported. One story in particular stands out. After “running away” to Judy’s for a few days, John returned to Mendips to discover that Mimi had retaliated by having his beloved dog, Sally, put down. Shotton recalled this as one of the few times he ever saw Lennon cry. According to Shotton, Mimi justified disposing of the healthy animal because John had vowed never to return to Mendips. “Since John wasn’t going to be around to walk the dog, she argued, he’d left her with no choice but to have it destroyed.”32

“Looking back,” wrote Julia Baird, “I realize we became a refuge for John in his ever increasing struggle to live with Mimi amicably. Mimi, the aunt, was forced into the role of the heavy-handed mother, which allowed Julia, the mother, to become the indulgent aunt. Besides, at heart, Julia was still almost a teenager herself who easily identified with John and his friends.”33

For John, after George’s death, Judy became something more than a respite from her martinet sister. Mother and son’s shared passion for the new, clandestine music hitting Radio Luxembourg led to an even stronger bond. Julia Baird remembers her mother as a “wonderful piano player,” “twice as musically talented than Lennon himself”—a pretty bold claim, even adjusting for a daughter’s hyperbole.34 In 1955, Judy strutted around as one of the few forty-two-year-old mothers who not only knew about rock ’n’ roll but proclaimed herself a fan. Like many parents, Mimi worried that rock ’n’ roll would corrupt her rebellious nephew into a “juvenile delinquent.” The fun-loving Judy named her cat Elvis.

If you were a teenager and the music grabbed you, you picked up instruments and imitated the sounds you loved; Lennon’s gang was suddenly a band. Rod Davis remembers the lineup: “Bill Smith was on tea-chest; I played banjo; Eric Griffiths was on guitar; while Len Garry, Ivan Vaughan, Nigel Walley alternated on bass . . . Pete Shotton on washboard, and of course Lennon played guitar.” Vaughan went so far as to paint the words “Jive with Ive, the ace on the bass” on his washtub.35

Shotton had qualms about joining; he didn’t have any talent, he claimed. “Well, John always wanted somebody next to him,” Len Garry remembers, “he always wanted some sort of support.”36 For Lennon, though, there was simply no question: musical ability counted far less than friendship. “Come on, don’t be daft,” he told Shotton. “Of course you can take part, anyone can.”37 Last to join was Colin Hanton, a trad jazz buff who played drums. As for singing, Lennon was always the lead; whatever the others lacked as musicians, he “could hold an audience.”38 And once he’d formed his first band, he behaved like the ultimate den mother: his devotion to the “group” long predated the Beatles.

They called themselves the Black Jacks at first, with Lennon fronting in his Teddy Boy garb. After months of rehearsing, they made an appearance on the back of a flatbed truck on June 22, 1957. An early Lennon debut came, with afternoon and evening sets, during street celebrations for Empire Day, when Liverpool celebrated its 550th anniversary.39 According to Julia Baird, her mother helped fashion the Black Jacks’ wardrobe. She remembered the scene:

We found John and his four friends perched up on a lorry parked across the middle of the street, playing their hearts out in a frenzy of rock and roll. . . . My mother was the group’s unofficial wardrobe mistress. She went to Garston open air market to buy the colored shirts they wore at that gig. The Teddy Boy look was the big fashion and they wore shoestring ties and took in their trousers to make them drainpipes. If their mothers could be talked into it, they got themselves DA [duck’s arse] haircuts.40

The next month Pete Shotton’s mother, Bessie, a planning committee member at St. Peter’s, arranged for the band to play at the annual summer “Garden Fête” on Saturday, July 6. By that time they had settled on a more permanent name: the Quarrymen. This had simplicity, sounded tough enough, and referenced their school while snubbing the very idea of school spirit: Lennon’s reputation was such that nobody could presume they meant the band’s name as anything but a rebuke. The day-long event included a set on the back of another parade lorry, an afternoon set in the churchyard, and an evening dance.

The scene is lovingly recreated in Jim O’Donnell’s fever-dream book The Day John Met Paul, a writer’s obsessive fleshing-out of the day’s few known details. Building on the foundations of a story that has long since entered the realm of myth, O’Donnell makes the plausible seem almost fated—as if a documentary film crew happened to be recording it all in the writer’s mind. The fifteen-year-old McCartney, a slender, dark-haired kid with soft features and twinkling brown eyes, came along at the behest of his friend Ivan Vaughan. McCartney remembers donning a “naff”—uncool—white jacket to impress the girls, inspired by Terry Dene’s hit that month, “A White Sport Coat (and a Pink Carnation)”. He heard Lennon at the microphone singing “Come Go with Me” by the Del Vikings, a McCartney favorite from earlier that year. He remembers seeing the lead singer with his “curly, blondish hair, wearing a checked shirt—looking pretty good and quite fashionable.” According to his affectionate yet spotty memory, Lennon kept “forgetting the words” and making up nonsense on the spot to fill in the blanks:

There’s a little refrain which goes, ‘Come little darlin’, come and go with me, I love you darling.’ John was singing, ‘Down, down, down to the penitentiary.’ He was filling in with blues lines, I thought that was good, and he was singing well. There was a skiffle group around him: tea-chest bass, drums, banjo, quite a higgledy-piggledy lot. . . . I quite liked them.41

Rod Davis insists that McCartney remembers wrong: Lennon wasn’t making up lyrics, he was simply vamping on the final refrain as the song faded out, rhyming “penitentiary” with the original lyrics while they brought the song to an artificial fade-out. Lennon’s interest in the Del Vikings carries more significance. This biracial group from a Pittsburgh air force base combined doo-wop with rock ’n’ roll for a brew far beyond the scope of Donegan’s skiffle; the group’s doo-wop vocal arrangements soared over muscular R&B beats. By his second public performance, Lennon’s interests had progressed far past skiffle toward doo-wop, R&B, and rockabilly—the harder stuff. Other songs in the set included “Cumberland Gap,” “Freight Train,” “Midnight Special,” and “Worried Man Blues.” But this Del Vikings number conveys especially discriminating taste, both for what it signals about rock ’n’ roll’s development and how it pricked up McCartney’s ears. Lennon’s omnivorous listening habits already had moved the Quarrymen far from being a “mere” skiffle band.

The music caught Mimi Smith’s ears as well: she was drawn to the “racket” and dumbstruck to see her charge fronting the noise in his “drainies” and ducktail. Lennon, seeing her coming, undermined her glare by ad-libbing: “Uh-oh, here comes Mimi down the path . . .” Mimi joined Judy in the crowd, one sister scowling, the other beaming.

Between the afternoon set and the evening dance, Ivan introduced Paul to John, who seemed a bit tipsy to him (“breathing boozily”).42 Lennon feigned indifference when McCartney lit into Eddie Cochran’s “Twenty Flight Rock” on Lennon’s guitar—which he’d turned upside down. Lennon was impressed, but didn’t let on just how much. Then McCartney dashed off a Little Richard medley, calling Lennon’s bluff: Lennon had just led his own band through its second public appearance, and here was some new kid from Allerton upstaging him with chords, tunings, and lyrics. The two briefly discussed fingerings (the left-handed McCartney deciphered the banjo-chord formations on Lennon’s right-hand guitar), and Paul cheerfully scribbled down Cochran’s words.

Details surrounding this meeting remain in dispute. None of the surviving original Quarrymen, for instance, remembers Lennon, or anybody else, having anything to drink that day. “We wouldn’t have,” Colin Hanton says. “Where would we have gotten it? Nobody had any money.”43 And Rod Davis has no recollection of McCartney’s “white jacket,” which he’s sure would have made an impression. Here, perhaps, it’s McCartney’s mind that’s playing tricks: Lennon was twenty months his senior, after all, and the cockier presence, and he might have been acting smug and juiced just to put on a good front. As for McCartney’s white jacket, and the Terry Dene hit that was going through his head, these seem to have blurred together for an image nobody can confirm.

That night’s dance was interrupted by a power outage and heavy rain. Pete Shotton remembered walking home during a vivid lightning storm. Lennon’s musical debut slammed up against Mimi’s certain scolding; Judy’s presence at that particular show would prove a talisman. The following week, following Lennon’s instructions, Pete Shotton spotted Paul on his bike and invited him to join the Quarrymen.
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October 9, 1944. One of a series of forty-eight photos—shot in rapid succession—from a Polyfoto contact sheet, taken on John’s fourth birthday.
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Summer 1949. Rockferry, Cheshire. John with his mother, Julia, at the Ardmore house of her older sister Anne Georgina (“Nanny”).
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Summer 1949. In Nanny’s garden. From left to right: cousins Michael, Leila, David, half-sister Julia Baird (in hat), and John. John’s clothing suggests this was taken on the same day as the photo with his mother.
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Summer 1951. The Isle of Man. The Dovedale Primary School trip. Future comedian Jimmy Tarbuck has his fists raised while John stands just left of center.
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1950s. Liverpool. A rare photo of Aunt Mimi and Uncle George Smith in the backyard at Mendips. This is also one of the few photographs of Mimi laughing.
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June 6, 1957. Liverpool. The Quarrymen travel to the Woolton Parish Church Garden on the back of a lorry. From left to right: Eric Griffiths, Pete Shotton, Len Garry (standing), John Lennon, Colin Hanton, and Rod Davis (adjusting his glasses). This photo was discovered by Rod Davis in 2009 in a box of negatives shot by his father, James Davis.
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June 6, 1957. Liverpool. The Quarrymen play at the Woolton Parish Church Garden Fete. From left to right: Eric Griffiths (guitar), Colin Hanton (in back, drums), Rod Davis (banjo), John Lennon, Pete Shotton (washboard), and Len Garry (tea-chest bass). Both Mimi and Julia attend this performance, one scowling, the other beaming. Later that day, Lennon meets Ivan Vaughan’s friend Paul McCartney.
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November 23, 1957. Liverpool. The Quarrymen at New Clubmoor Hall. From left to right: Colin Hanton, Paul McCartney, Len Garry, John Lennon, and Eric Griffiths.
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August 9, 1959. West Derby, Liverpool. The Quarrymen play the Casbah Coffee Club. As John focuses on his guitar, Paul wins a grin from Cynthia Powell (center, with dark hair).
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August 17, 1960. Holland. En route to Hamburg, everyone stops for a photo in front of the Arnhem War Memorial. From left to right: Allan and Beryl Williams, Lord Woodbine, Stuart Sutcliffe, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, and Pete Best; John sleeps in the van.
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Autumn 1960. Hamburg, Germany. The Beatles on stage at the Indra Club. From left to right: Stuart Sutcliffe, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, John, and Pete Best.
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November 1960. Heiligengeistfeld Square, Hamburg. George, Stuart, and John in one of a series of brilliantly styled photos by Astrid Kirchherr.
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November 1960. Another of Astrid Kirchherr’s photos at Heiligengeistfeld Square, with Stuart in the background.
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Late 1960. Hamburg. Astrid Kirchherr snaps a picture of herself with fiancé Stuart Sutcliffe.
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June 1961. Hamburg. On stage at the Top Ten Club, John sings lead flanked by Stuart and George.
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Spring 1962. Hamburg. A formal Kirchherr portrait taken in her parents’ attic where Stuart Sutcliffe had made a studio for himself.
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August 22, 1962. The Cavern Club, Liverpool. The Beatles after Epstein put them in suits. Only in the sweltering basement club were they allowed to remove their jackets. Ringo, obscured behind Paul, had just joined the band on August 18. This day’s performance marked the first time television cameras filmed the Beatles, performing “Some Other Guy.” John married Cynthia the following day.





Chapter 4

Nobody Told Me

McCartney played straight man to Lennon’s lunatic, the romantic to his skeptic, the “librarian” to his primitive. While there was always a power struggle over whose sensibilities would ultimately “define” the Beatles, with a chemistry beguiled by imbalance they began as fast friends, a bond created and fueled by the music’s riches. Lennon often acknowledged McCartney’s preeminence in technical proficiency, and McCartney immediately began sharing his notebooks with Lennon, intuiting a collaborator behind the bully.

By itself, McCartney’s biography touches the tragic, but it positively glows against Lennon’s childhood. The McCartney family came from the village of Everton, the dense Liverpool suburb known as “Little Dublin,” named after the Irish refugees who had settled there by the 1880s. Like Lennon’s grandfather Jack Lennon Jr., Paul’s paternal grandfather, Joe McCartney, cut a musical profile in family lore. Joe played the E-flat bass horn, a cousin to the tuba, in the Territorial Army band at the outdoor concerts at Stanley Park in neighboring Anfield, and was an opera hound. Paul’s father, Jim, was one of Joe’s three sons and four daughters, and he played the trumpet, growing up to lead his own ragtime band, Jim Mac’s Jazz Band, at local clubs in the 1920s. He even wrote a song, “Walking in the Park with Eloise,” often requested at family house parties. At age fourteen, Jim went to work for A. Hannay & Co., the cotton traders, which became the Royal Cotton Commission during the war. He would work there on and off for the next twenty-eight years.

A confirmed bachelor at age thirty-six, Jim met a soft-spoken nurse, Mary Mohan, thirty-one, at his sister Jin’s house in West Derby Village in 1938.1 They married in 1941, at St. Swithin’s Roman Catholic Chapel in Gillmoss, West Derby, to please Mary’s Catholic parents. A lifetime teetotaler who went to bed promptly at ten each night, Jim moonlighted supervising garbage attendants to supplement the unsteady cotton trade. Mary supplemented his earnings working part-time as a midwife, riding her bike around town at all hours to deliver babies. It was a stressful life, with both parents working, but Mary’s “nurse sister” status at Walton Hospital qualified them for a government housing subsidy.

The newlyweds moved to 92 Broadway in Wallasey, across the water from Liverpool. One year after their wedding, James Paul McCartney was born, on June 18, 1942. Another boy, Peter Michael, came along two years later. After a five-year series of moves, the McCartneys settled in at 20 Forthlin Road in Allerton for 6d a week, discounted for Mary’s hospital seniority. This home sat across the expansive golf course from Mendips, and less than a mile from where Judy had set up house with Bobby Dykins.

The McCartneys’ hard work began to pay off just as their boys were reaching adolescence: their stable family home hosted extended family gatherings, and they cherished their front garden and parlor piano. Jim’s brothers and sisters gathered regularly for “pound nights” (rent parties), where aunts, uncles, and cousins gathered to pool pounds of sugar, tea, and goods, and continued a family tradition of weekly sing-alongs. Dykins and his two daughters were never quite welcome at Mimi’s home; an extended Stanley family sing-along was for dreamers.

Jim did the crossword puzzles and helped his boys plunk out tunes on the piano. Paul’s cousin Bett Robbins showed them ukulele chords when she babysat. For his fourteenth birthday, Jim gave Paul a trumpet, which he traded in for a guitar because of his growing attachment to Radio Luxembourg’s evening broadcasts. This radio station alone was enough to cement a fast friendship with Lennon. Much like Judy had done with her speakers, Jim hooked up an extension cord for the downstairs radiogram so that Paul could listen from his bed upstairs via a pair of headphones.

Being left-handed, Paul struggled to figure out exactly how to master the guitar’s fret board. At first, he restrung the guitar in reverse, so that all the low strings were on top, and learned to play chords upside down with his left hand. “It wasn’t until I found a picture of Slim Whitman, who was also left-handed [that I realized] I had the guitar the wrong way round,” McCartney remembers.2 Turning the guitar around to strum with his left hand, and relearning his chords using his right, got him sorted out.

Barely a year into their new Allerton home, Mary, then forty-six, took ill. After months of ignoring symptoms of fatigue and indigestion, a wrenching pain took hold of her coming home from a visit to her boys at their Scout camp in August 1956. Even then, she simply popped an indigestion tablet and kept moving. But the attacks became more frequent, and more painful. Privately, Mary feared the worst about the lump she had discovered in her breast. Finally she consented to see a doctor. She asked Jim’s sister to accompany her to the hospital, and when Dill Mohan arrived at Forthlin Road on the morning of October 30, 1956, she found Mary cleaning house. Dill remembers thinking how Forthlin Road looked like “a pin in paper,” a Scouse colloquialism for “impeccably tidy.” Mary had laid out the boys’ clothes on their beds for the next day’s school, “in case I don’t come back.”3

By the time she went under the knife, later that same day, the cancer was long past inoperable. Mary had seen enough cases to know her prognosis. Paul and Michael were taken in to visit her in recovery and were shocked to see her transformation from upbeat mother to unrecognizably ravaged victim. That night, at about 9:30 P.M., Jim arrived unannounced at the Eagle Hotel, on Paradise Street, where his friends the Mohans were tending bar in the backroom of their half-filled pub. He was physically wasted and distraught; all he could manage to say was “She’s gone.” Mary had suffered an embolism and died shortly after the boys left. Paul was only fourteen. “What are we going to do without her money?” he blurted out to his father.4 McCartney has obsessed over this quote ever since, an outburst of financial anxiety in the midst of trauma that shows not just how narrowly they were getting by, but how conscious the boys were of their predicament. Distraught, Jim took Paul and Michael to stay with his sister Jin in Huyton, North Liverpool. Auntie Jin tucked them into a single bed, where they cried themselves to sleep. Within weeks, McCartney had written his first song: “I Lost My Little Girl.”

After several months of songwriting, McCartney met Lennon at the St. Peter’s Garden Fête. The friendship between the two boys blossomed, to the consternation of their elders. “Aunt Mimi disapproved because she thought Paul was a working-class lad who was encouraging her nephew to devote time to his guitar which should have been spent studying,” writes McCartney’s authorized biographer, Barry Miles. And Jim McCartney smelled something funny about Lennon: “After one meeting he told Paul, ‘He’ll get you into trouble, son.’ ”5

But McCartney’s early recollections of John zeroed in on some of the things his dad couldn’t see: for one thing, his living-room walls were lined with books, and while Lennon may have been boasting about having read “all of them,” it was clear he’d read quite a few. McCartney observed another unusual Lennon accoutrement: “I used to go round to Aunt Mimi’s house and John would be at the typewriter, which was fairly unusual in Liverpool. None of my mates even knew what a typewriter was. Well, they knew what one was, but they didn’t have one. Nobody had a typewriter.” 6

Mostly, though, they listened to 45s and talked about music. “We spent hours just listening to the stars we admired,” John recalled. “We’d sit round and look all intent and intense and then . . . try and reproduce the same sort of sounds for ourselves.”7

McCartney remembers the time fondly:

We’d often get in the little glass-paneled porch on the front door looking out on to the front garden and Menlove Avenue. There was a good acoustic there, like a bathroom acoustic, and also it was the only place Mimi would let us make noise. We were relegated to the vestibule. I remember singing “Blue Moon” in there, the Elvis version, trying to figure out the chords. . . . Then we’d go up to John’s room and we’d sit on the bed and play records, Fats Domino, Jerry Lee Lewis, Chuck Berry. It’s a wonderful memory: I don’t often get nostalgic, but the memory of sitting listening to records in John’s bedroom is so lovely, a nice nostalgic feeling, because I realise just how close I was to John.8

One of Mimi Smith’s great strokes of parenting coincided with the budding Lennon-and-McCartney partnership in 1957. John had flunked out of Quarry Bank during his senior year, and shortly after the St. Peter’s fête, he and Nigel Walley capped off a night of drinking by signing up for the merchant marine at first light. When Mimi found out about it, she marched down to the recruitment office and had John’s name scratched.9

Desperate to get John into a more secure situation, Mimi lobbied hard to get her nephew an interview at Liverpool Art College. She found an ally in Quarry Bank’s headmaster, Mr. Pobjoy, who wrote a letter of recommendation, which until now has been trotted out as a classic of faint praise, with its claim that despite his borderline O-level scores, Lennon was “not beyond redemption.” In tandem with that “bound to fail” quote, from a Quarry Bank math teacher, it seemed to render Lennon’s performance indistinguishable from his promise, fudging the more complicated reality.

Lennon’s portfolio of drawings and cartoons squeaked his art-school application through, along with the advantage that he could commute from Woolton and the college wouldn’t need to find him housing. For Lennon’s generation, art college was Britain’s relief hatch for creative kids of all stripes, outsiders who didn’t fit conventional career molds, as a short list of English rockers testifies: Keith Richards (Sidcup Art College); Ron Wood, Pete Townshend, Ray Davies, Thunderclap Newman, and Freddie Mercury (Ealing); Eric Clapton (Kingston), Syd Barrett (Camberwell); Roger Waters (Regent Street Polytechnic); Jimmy Page (Sutton), Charlie Watts (Harrow); Cat Stevens (Hammersmith). Mimi assumed Lennon would learn a trade, and in a roundabout way, he did; these institutions wound up training the British Invasion.10

This same year, 1957, saw the UK rock ’n’ roll scene bust open with new singers and material that convinced fans how wrong the skeptics were. Following that initial ballast of Lonnie Donegan setting skiffle’s mousetrap for Elvis Presley, everything seemed to unfold in a parade of unlikely yet inevitable new characters telling new stories in outrageously new ways. Between 1955 and 1958, Presley led a seemingly unending parade of titans like Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, Eddie Cochran, the Platters, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, Sam Cooke, the Everly Brothers, and the Coasters, supported by a slew of sideshows like the Teddy Bears (with Phil Spector). In relatively no time at all, here was a sea change of fresh sounds and ideas, with songs like “Blue Suede Shoes” and “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” and “To Know Her Is to Love Her,” hatching soulful innocence from desperate possibility, fathomless certitude from gaping inexperience. Along the way, certain American characters passed through the UK’s cultural looking glass for personas that often outstripped what they enjoyed at home.

Buddy Holly appeared just as Lennon and McCartney struck up their musical friendship, and they worshipped him as only teenagers could, devouring his records and studying them the way some geeks take apart clocks, just to see how they work: Holly’s recordings were so cleverly layered that to learn and perform them comprised a tutorial in rock form. In doing so, Lennon sponged as much from Holly’s persona as from his music. Holly’s untouchable lyricism in their minds also influenced Lennon’s choice of the melodious McCartney as writing partner, like a tyrant who leans on his diplomat. Holly had started out in a country-and-western duo called Buddy and Bob, which opened for Elvis Presley in early 1955 at the Fair Park Coliseum in Lubbock, Texas. When Presley passed through town again five months later, Holly offered to drive him around: Buddy and Elvis, cruising around Lubbock together, talking trash. Holly started doing Presley songs in sets with his new band, which became the Crickets. His “That’ll Be the Day” hit the American airwaves in July 1957; he had cribbed the song’s title from a catchphrase of John Wayne’s in John Ford’s The Searchers (1956). Once Presley’s career gained traction, rock ’n’ roll records began to leap across the Atlantic like fire across rooftops. When “That’ll Be the Day” topped the UK charts in September 1957, this new stylistic coup gained momentum.

In Britain, the Presley fad spawned predictable imitators, pretenders like Tommy Steele and Cliff Richard, who smiled their good looks and nonthreatening attitudes into domesticated frames; their pale imitations made Elvis seem all the more dangerous. But most Americans still don’t appreciate Holly’s impact on British ears. His “square” looks and verbal fluency made him the most English of early rockers, and his UK listeners adored him for completely different reasons. Naming their band after Holly’s Crickets laced Lennon and McCartney’s ambition with clairvoyance; they drew from both Holly’s sound and his image. To begin with, Holly created a space to stand within Presley’s shadow without being the slightest bit derivative. “That’ll Be the Day” was an angry song, sure—Buddy Holly was telling his girl off, to get a clue—but he did it without the trademark Presley sneer. In fact, announcing his love so boldly set Buddy Holly free, and gave his awkward stance some heft and swagger. He hiccupped his hormones out loud, and those wire-framed glasses, the facial equivalent of pocket protectors, only accented his normalcy, as if he’d put quotes around it. In doing so, Holly flipped everybody’s high-school jitters into metaphor.

Holly’s genius sidestepped Presley’s sexual confidence. Male fans like Lennon thrilled to Presley’s rebellious flight but found his sexual bravado, his self-confidence with women, out of reach. Where Presley was at ease singing to and about women, Holly romanced with a stuttering resolve that spoke more to male vulnerability and insecurity: “Uh well-uh, well-uh, well-uh, the little things you say and do . . .” If an awkward kid like Holly could approach women with stutters and baby talk, his gawky façade suddenly rebounded as an asset. Metaphorically, Holly’s persona glowed with possibility—through his songs, you didn’t have to be a smoothy like Elvis to score on the dance floor. In Holly, the young Lennon learned how tough didn’t have to mean a lack of cheer, that seemingly white-bread sensibilities could master the grittiest R&B material (Holly even did Chuck Berry’s “Brown Eyed Handsome Man”), and that good humor could make even the most looming threat irresistible (“I’m gonna tell you how it’s gonna be/You’re gonna give your love to me . . .”).

Once his sound pulled you in, Holly’s appearance yanked a chain to make everyday stuff seem radical. At first, Holly wore traditional wire-framed glasses, but after trying contact lenses he switched over to even thicker, all-plastic frames: horn-rimmed, of the type archconservative Arizona senator Barry Goldwater wore. Lennon, embarrassingly shortsighted, wore glasses only offstage—and then only when necessary—until 1966. And Holly wore those thin Texas neckties atop his politely buttoned shirts. He made no attempt to mimic Presley’s suave hip movements. If he sounded awkward on record, his stage presence was positively stiff—and yet oddly self-possessed, as if his innate, wiry physicality had panache all its own.

Like Presley’s, Holly’s singles quickly crossed over to R&B charts, with a strong appeal to black listeners. The Crickets played Hank Ballard and the Midnighters’ salacious “Work with Me Annie.” Both Holly and Presley, two lily-white Southern boys, effortlessly won over black listeners with their own style—a feat that eluded Gene Vincent and Eddie Cochran, for example.

On top of all this, Holly toyed with his medium in more elaborate and self-conscious ways than Presley. Long before multitrack recording machines became standard, Holly added voices or instruments to tape by simply rolling the existing tape as a backdrop and performing live on top of it—duetting with his voice via tape recorder. “Words of Love,” the only Holly song the Beatles recorded, had drums, bass, rhythm guitar, and a vocal before Holly added lead guitar and two more vocal lines on top of it. “By the time the recording was completed,” wrote John Goldrosen and John Beecher, “the drumming had receded into the background, providing a distant, rolling rhythm which can be felt and heard but does not obscure the vocal or guitar patterns. Similarly, recording the vocal last gave the song a close, intimate feeling, by placing the vocal in front of the varying guitar patterns.”11

Another defining feature of Holly’s appeal to Lennon was almost invisible; it was described by Holly’s friend and touring companion Phil Everly, who watched the men file into the audience after the girls. “As it progressed to the evening, it filled up with men and if you were getting a lot of girl reaction, like screams and things, it would start to wane. You had to really deliver when the men got there. . . . Buddy Holly was an exception—he would go over more on those evenings when there was a bigger male audience.”12

Lennon’s insecurities would be tweaked onstage by standing next to McCartney, Central Casting’s ideal Matinee Idol. Taking Holly’s cue, Lennon turned male anxiety into a central theme. He became obsessed with Holly’s “That’ll Be the Day.” Judy helped him learn Holly’s song, displaying “endless patience” until he “managed to work out all the chords,” he later said. “She was a perfectionist. She made me go right through it over and over again until I had it right. I remember her slowing down the record so that I could scribble out the words. First hearing Buddy absolutely knocked me for a loop. . . . And to think it was my own mother who was turning me on it all,” Lennon marveled.13

Holly’s chart action wedged a creative infinity into two years, from 1957 up to his plane crash on February 3, 1959. British listeners were among his most fervent fans. Lennon always regretted missing Holly’s only tour of England, in March 1958, when he passed through Liverpool for two shows at Philharmonic Hall. But there’s a good chance Lennon caught Holly singing “That’ll Be the Day,” “Peggy Sue,” and “Oh Boy!” on TV at Pete Shotton’s, on either Saturday Night at the London Palladium or the BBC’s Off the Record. Liverpool classmate Tony Bramwell recalls the years of ribbing he took from the Quarrymen for winning a school prize and attending both of Holly’s Liverpool shows, and shaking Holly’s hand in between sets.14 From the moment “That’ll Be the Day” entered the British charts, Lennon followed the rest of Holly’s career, from his split with the Crickets to his last recordings with “pop” strings. Holly didn’t just develop, he made the idea of a self-contained act meaningful. Even singing songs written by other people (like “Oh Boy!,” “Rave On,” and “It Doesn’t Matter Anymore”), Holly turned in defining work that extended and enlarged his persona.

As Holly’s star rose, Elvis Presley got a crew cut and joined the army. Rock ’n’ roll began extending its early explosive impact into a long-running style, carried forward in unpredictable ways by each new performer. With Holly, the outsider as insider, Lennon identified with a whole new concept of how sound might counter image. In a letter to a Holly fan much later, Lennon wrote, “He made it O.K. to wear glasses. I was Buddy Holly.”15

McCartney already had a notebook with original song lyrics and chord changes when he met Lennon. Since he didn’t know how to write music on a staff, he sketched out lyrics with chords to remind him of their melodies. When McCartney showed up at his first Quarrymen rehearsal, drummer Colin Hanton remembers him spouting ideas: “He set right in telling me how to play and what to do. There was no shyness about him.” Once he joined the Quarrymen, his notebook began bulging with titles, ideas that he and Lennon worked on, embryos of the Lennon-McCartney catalog: “I Lost My Little Girl,” “That’s My Woman,” “Thinking of Linking,” “Years Roll Along,” “Keep Looking That Way,” “Just Fun,” and “Too Bad About Sorrows”—efforts that mixed the derivative with the yet-to-come, the soft products of McCartney’s pre-Lennon imagination. And with his new partner, the list began to sprout instrumentals: one called “Looking Glass” (perhaps a product of Lennon’s early love of Alice in Wonderland) and another named “Winston’s Walk” (spoofing Lennon’s middle name).

From this repository of ideas, McCartney and Lennon produced the first songs that listeners would soon recognize as Beatle material, difficult to date precisely, but somewhere between their meeting in 1957 and their first trip to Hamburg in 1960: “One After 909,” “Hello Little Girl,” “When I’m Sixty-four,” “Hot as Sun,” “Catswalk,” and McCartney’s most harmonically ambitious early work, “I’ll Follow the Sun.” This suggests McCartney already had some writing chops Lennon had yet to form, and that he may have mentored his new partner early on. Some of these songs seemed to write themselves, and were finished off quickly; others were toted around and tinkered with for years. Most significantly, the songs veered between tightly bound duets (“One After 909”) and individual numbers (McCartney’s “When I’m Sixty-four”), a pendulum set swinging between Lennon and McCartney harmonizing together and pursuing separate interests. Their defining duets always traveled this intriguing mix of togetherness and individuality, support and inimitability (“There’s a Place” and “If I Fell” on through to “Eight Days a Week” and “Don’t Let Me Down”). The existing evidence points to McCartney’s lead in this solo vein. Many of these early notebooks have been lost—but not accidentally thrown away by Jane Asher, as reported by some.

The Quarrymen played their first paid gig August 7, 1957, downstairs at the Cavern Club on Mathew Street in downtown Liverpool. (McCartney, however, was absent, away at Scout camp with his brother, Michael, in the village of Hathersage, seventy-one miles east.) A trad-jazz fan named Alan Sytner had started the club the previous January as a hangout for like-minded purists, and he was wary that rock ’n’ roll would attract rough customers. (In America, there was a lot of talk among adults about rock ’n’ roll promoting “juvenile delinquency,” code for the interracial mixing and degraded behavior that would inevitably result from this musical miscegenation.) Nigel Walley arranged the booking through his job as an apprentice golf caddie at Lee Park. Alan Sytner’s father, a doctor who played golf at Lee Park, liked Walley and put him in touch with his son. Sytner agreed to book the band, but only provisionally, as an opening act. Skiffle was fine, but Sytner gave the Quarrymen stern orders not to stray. Stylistic tribes were as passionate as religious denominations, even at that early stage.

Disregarding Sytner’s instructions, Lennon played not just the Del Vikings’ “Come Go with Me,” but Presley’s “Hound Dog” and “Blue Suede Shoes.” Sytner sent a curt note from the bar: “Cut out the bloody rock!”16 They were not invited back. Sytner joined the line of skeptics to be converted.

A few weeks later, Lennon entered Liverpool Art College. At sixteen in September of 1957, his persona had all the bluster of a full-blown Teddy Boy: greased hair, drainpipe pants hugging his skinny legs, all framing a loutish attitude. His look struck many of his new college peers as ridiculous, since most of the other students styled themselves as turtlenecked bohemians and weren’t hung up on looking tough. McCartney was a year behind Lennon and still in school at the Liverpool Institute, which was right next door to the art college. Daily music sessions continued without a hitch.

The intermediate art curriculum Lennon enrolled in followed traditional lines: he would spend the first two years studying lettering, drawing, composition and perspective, and life drawing; once he’d mastered the basics, his final two years would concentrate on independent work. Art history was not required, and an emphasis on representation and body form was the rule. Most students hoped to go into commercial graphics or design. The most popular classes involved life drawing of nudes, and one day Lennon reportedly sat on model June Furlong’s naked lap. The curriculum offered no classes in cartooning, and Liverpool Art College had yet to catch up with the modernist movements—abstract expressionism, conceptual art, pop art—exploding in New York and London. For the first two-year course, students were expected to attend classes, submit portfolios for review in their chosen specialization, and consult with tutors about their future direction. Upon graduation, a national diploma in art and design was conferred, with various ranks awarded for different levels of accomplishment.

If Lennon stood out as a Ted, Stuart Sutcliffe, who exuded a quiet charisma through black leather, quickly trumped his image. Sutcliffe was by far the most talented painter in the class, the kind of standout even the faculty deferred to. Having just turned seventeen, he was at least a year younger than most of the other students, admitted early for his stunning portfolio. Lennon quickly gravitated toward him. Soon after McCartney became Lennon’s musical intimate, Stuart became his artistic soul mate.

Sutcliffe took the bus in from Huyton, across the Mersey from Liverpool, a neighborhood regarded by most Liverpudlians as the “tony” side of town. His childhood years were stable yet complicated. Sutcliffe’s mother, née Martha Cronin, called Millie, fell in love with Charles Ferguson Sutcliffe while he was still married to his first wife. But that was only their first hurdle: where the creative and strong-minded Millie was Catholic, Charles was a Protestant, the same vast cultural gulf Jim and Mary McCartney traversed. Once Charles divorced his first wife, both families disowned them, which gives Millie some resemblance to Julia Stanley. The couple moved to London and Manchester before settling in Edinburgh, where Charles worked as a marine engineer for the John Brown shipyard. Stuart came along shortly after they settled in their “elegant, sophisticated” home on Chalmers Street in 1940; sister Joyce followed in 1942. The following year, Stuart’s father was drafted as “an essential war worker” by the Cammell Laird shipyard in Birkenhead. He brought his family down to Merseyside and moved them into public housing on Sedbergh Drive, Huyton, in 1943.17 Another sister, Pauline, was born there, on January 8, 1944—Elvis Presley’s birthday, as Stu liked to point out. This youngest child wrote two important memoirs, Backbeat, in 1994, followed by The Beatles’ Shadow: Stuart Sutcliffe and His Lonely Hearts Club, in 2002.

The Sutcliffe household could not have been more different from Mimi Smith’s house. The Sutcliffe parents were not especially concerned about traditional notions of respectability and conventional behavior, and they prized the arts and intellectual fields. “We grew up surrounded by books, paintings and music,” Pauline Sutcliffe writes in The Beatles’ Shadow. “My parents had studied piano as small children and were always playing, and my father did his turn [as pianist] in a dance band and at the cinema for the silent movies.”18 Like John’s mother, Julia, Millie was an original. An asthmatic who never stopped smoking, she worked as a Roman Catholic schoolteacher, traveling across Liverpool to her school by tram with her inhaler and pills to treat her sudden attacks. For her, domestic duties were “boring”; she preferred recording the minutes of Labour Party meetings in Huyton, where she befriended future prime minister Harold Wilson.

Like John, Stu attended Sunday school, although the Roman Catholic variety; and he sang in the church choir at St. Gabriel’s in Huyton “until his voice broke.”19 Pauline recalls lively household discussions: “I could tell the distinctions between a Bevanite and a Gaitskellite [Scottish accents] as easily as the distinction between an Elvis or a Cliff Richard fan.”20 All three children took piano lessons.

Sutcliffe’s prodigious talent and painterly mind-set stirred something new in Lennon. While he took art school about as seriously as he’d taken the rest of his formal education, he glimpsed something larger in Sutcliffe’s dedication to painting, and adopted romantic heroes like Van Gogh as his own. In the subversive Scouser style, Lennon became as suspicious of art-school self-importance as he did of musical elitism: to him, anything that smacked of pretension was all guff. Jazz was a favorite target, especially since most jazz musicians and fans sneered at early rock. “We were always anti-jazz,” Lennon later told Hunter Davies:

I think it is shit music, even more stupid than rock and roll, followed by people like students in cheap pullovers. Jazz never gets anywhere, never does anything, it’s always the same and all they do is drink pints of beer. We hated jazz particularly because in the early days they wouldn’t let us play at clubs, as they only wanted jazz. We’d never get auditions because of the jazz bands.21

To Lennon, rock ’n’ roll was loaded with ideas, and was all the more attractive because “intellectuals” found it so easy to dismiss. (And note that disarming bit of Lennon dismissing jazzers as drunks.) Soon Lennon was hanging out with his art crowd at all hours of the day and night, in the common room or the cafeteria, at the pubs Ye Cracke, the Philharmonic down Hope Street from the art college, or the Jacaranda coffee bar, which was run by a raffish twenty-nine-year-old Welshman, Allan Williams, in his converted basement. Williams hired a group called the Royal Caribbean Band to play into the night, and turned “the Jac” into a hub of after-hours student life.

Since the Liverpool Institute (“the Innie”) sat just next door, McCartney would stop by the Liverpool Art College canteen at lunchtime, which became a key rehearsal period for the Quarrymen. McCartney made his debut with the group on October 18, 1957, at New Clubmoor Hall, the Conservative Club in (Back) Broadway, Liverpool. This gig was booked by Charlie McBain, who also booked Wilson Hall in the working-class suburb of Garston, the Garston Swimming Baths (renowned as “the Blood Baths,” where rival gangs would often erupt into fighting), Holyake Hall in Wavertree, and Wavertree Town Hall. McBain wound up giving the Beatles plenty of work in the next five years.22 Also that same fall of 1957, the Quarrymen entered the Carroll Levis talent show at the Empire Theatre, without advancing.

It was at one of these Liverpool venues, purportedly Wilson Hall, in February 1958, that George Harrison first heard the group play.23 Harrison was only fourteen, one of four children who lived way out in Speke, where the McCartneys once had lived. George’s father was a bus driver named Harold, and his mother, Louise, liked to tune the family radio to hear special BBC broadcasts of Indian classical music.

Harrison had attended Dovedale Primary School several years behind Lennon without meeting him and was now a year behind McCartney at the Liverpool Institute. Paul and George already played Lonnie Donegan numbers together informally at Harrison’s house, and continued meeting up on their daily bus to the Innie. George sat at the back and noodled on his guitar. One day, McCartney heard him mimic “Raunchy,” the loping Western instrumental made popular by Memphis guitarist Bill Justis, who had supervised Sun Records sessions for Jerry Lee Lewis, Roy Orbison, and Johnny Cash. The instrumental spent an unlikely fourteen weeks on the U.S. charts in the fall of 1957, making it Sun’s biggest-selling instrumental to date. “Raunchy” (originally called “Backwoods”) featured a guitar lead on the lower strings, a reversal of most high E-string leads. Justis’s early use of reverb caught a weirdly suggestive new sound, among the many that began pouring from the new electric technology. McCartney heard Harrison reaching for both the melody and its long sustain, even though he played it on an acoustic guitar. Impressed, McCartney had Harrison play “Raunchy” for Lennon, who admitted a grudging respect for his abilities. Although Harrison was already playing guitar for a jazz group called the Les Stewart Quartet, he joined up with the Quarrymen. Soon after, he brought them a gig: the band played for the wedding of George’s brother Harry at the Harrisons’ house in Speke in December 1958.

The Quarrymen bumped along like many an amateur outfit during this phase, stringing together appearances at family events and hitting up employers. After Harry Harrison’s wedding reception on December 20, 1958, they brought in New Year’s Day, 1959, playing for Harrison’s father’s Speke Bus Depot Social Club’s belated Christmas party at Wilson Hall in Garston. That summer they learned about a new club opening up in West Derby called the Casbah Coffee Club—a project driven by a local eccentric named Mona Best, who decided the local youth culture could use some juice and turned her large basement into a dance hall. Born in India, the daughter of a British army officer, Mona had married Joe Best, a sportswriter for the Liverpool Echo. Together they raised two boys, Pete, who wore a huge pompadour atop smoldering good looks, and Rory, three years younger. Pete Best, who went on to become “the Lost Beatle,” later would write his memoirs, Beatle!, with numerous vivid descriptions of the Merseyside music scene and its characters. The Liverpool Echo ran a story announcing the “Kasbah’s” opening, along with a photo of McCartney and Lennon performing as Cynthia Powell looked on adoringly.24

The Quarrymen’s shot at the Casbah had a last-minute twist straight out of some Andy Hardy movie. Ken Brown, bassist for the Les Stewart Quartet, got into an argument with Stewart, who walked out on the opening-night gig. Desperate, Brown asked Harrison if he knew any musicians who might be willing to fill in at the last minute. Harrison “rounded up” Paul and John, invited Brown into the band, and the Quarrymen played the Casbah that night and every Saturday slot through October 10, 1959, for three pounds per performance—seventy-five pence per member. Brown’s last night as a Quarryman came when Mona Best tried to pay him for a set he had sat out upstairs due to illness. (Why he bothered to show up with a heavy cold goes unexplained.) McCartney protested: why should Brown get paid when he didn’t even perform? John, Paul, and George closed ranks, and that ended their alliance with Brown and, for the moment, the Casbah.25

After their seven weeks as the Casbah’s main draw, the band (calling themselves, for the occasion, Johnny and the Moondogs) once more entered the Carroll Levis TV Star Search at the Empire Theatre. This time they advanced through two appearances into the finals and performed for the concluding show in Manchester, thirty miles from Liverpool, on November 15. The finale awarded a giant prize at the end of the long evening, based on the readings of an applause meter brought on after all the acts had performed. This arrangement worked against the group: by the time Johnny and the Moondogs were summoned to the stage for their meter reading, John, Paul, and George had boarded the last train home, without enough cash to stay overnight.

As the three Quarrymen who would become Beatles began to venture into songwriting, they became students of some of the best in the business, tracking composers regardless of who performed their material. While they particularly admired writer-performers like Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly, they also tracked Brill Building tunesmiths like Atlantic’s Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, whose credits dominated recordings by Elvis Presley (“Hound Dog” and “Jailhouse Rock”), Little Richard (“Kansas City”), and the Coasters (“Searchin’ ” and “Yakety Yak”), all of which rolled right into the Quarrymen’s set lists. Along the way, learning these numbers taught them not just how to play but how to write, arrange, and harmonize.

Unfortunately, many of the home tapes from this embryonic period have been lost, with one exception. A certain Bob Molyneaux recorded the Quarrymen—pre-McCartney—playing at the St. Peter’s fête in July 1957. (This recording was first heard commercially more than forty years later, on Anthology 1.) The Grundig reels made by Colin Hanton’s neighbors Geraldine and Colette Davis and another fan, Arthur Wong, all have since been lost or wiped. Some April 1960 recordings from the McCartney home on Forthlin Road have leaked, but not “When I’m Sixty-four.”

The Quarrymen cut their first piece of vinyl, with McCartney and Harrison, in the drawing room of Percy Phillips’s house in the late spring or early summer of 1958. Phillips, a local inventor and tinkerer, had invested in a primitive disc-cutting setup: a reel-to-reel tape recorder, an amplifier, a four-channel mixer, and a disc cutter that carved the results into hot lacquer. Local acts were recorded in Phillips’s living room while he monitored the bulky machine; then he transferred the analog recording onto a ten-inch shellac, a thick vinyl disc. Harrison found out about the setup through his friend Johnny Byrne, a local guitarist who had made a record there earlier that year. Once it became apparent that you could sign up, pay your money, and take home an actual platter, the idea was irresistible: an actual record they could pass around . . . perhaps even send off to London and impress a label. “It was a big deal for all of us,” Colin Hanton remembered many years later.26

Paul and John jointly decided to lead with “That’ll Be the Day.” Hanton played drums, George played guitar, John and Paul sang lead, and they asked another friend, John Lowe, to round out the sound with some honky-tonk piano. Phillips persuaded them that they’d achieve higher quality if they recorded their two songs to tape and then transferred them to disc, a process that would let them edit out a sloppy cutoff or false start. One version says John and Paul balked because Phillips wanted an extra pound for that service, but finally assented. Another version has them skipping the tape to cut out the extra fee. Each band member wound up paying seventeen shillings and sixpence to make the two-sided, ten-inch 78 rpm disc.

“That’ll Be the Day” gets over on high spirits, with all the winning humor of Lennon’s enthusiasm and none of the finesse of Holly’s original: they completely miss those distinctive triplet rhythmic kicks on the final refrain. (Since this was the number he’d learned from Judy, it’s tempting to think that he, as Presley did with “Old Shep,” sang his first record for his mother.) For the B side, there was a quarrel about which song to do—until McCartney simply counted off “In Spite of All the Danger,” a slow-tempo original which they never had actually rehearsed. Hanton and Lowe simply joined in, pretending to know their parts, as McCartney and Harrison banged out the tune they had fixed up together and Lennon chimed in.

For a group of mid-teenagers, at a time when the most successful acts typically did not write their own songs, it was beyond hubris to include one of their own compositions on a demo they hoped would get them a recording contract. “In Spite of All the Danger,” a simple ditty that aims toward country peril with none of the pathos, gives you a good idea of their rough but earnest level of playing by this stage: some practiced guitar licks from George, and the hints of a vocal blend between John and Paul that would sound different with every record. As the only song ever credited jointly to Paul McCartney and George Harrison, it sets up an intrigue within the group, the first indication of a triangular power struggle. The song was largely McCartney’s, but George’s guitar solo lent a lanky ambition to the sound, and McCartney shared songwriting credit with Harrison as recognition. For the first time, all three Beatles are singing: Lennon and McCartney duetting, with Harrison providing backup “aaah”s and meek yet precise guitar work.

From then on, all the early original songs the group released were credited to Lennon and McCartney, which begs the question: did Lennon suddenly realize that he longed for that songwriting credit? (One early number, “Cry for a Shadow,” gets attributed to Lennon and Harrison.) In the Anthology, McCartney recalls a conversation considering a three-way songwriting partnership with Harrison, “but we decided no, it would just be us two.” Either McCartney quickly decided that Harrison’s solo shouldn’t amount to a writing credit, or his kinship with Lennon, and their productive chemistry, simply settled this question.

All the high hopes around making their own piece of shellac didn’t take them very far: they passed it around the band and their friends—each member got to have it for a week’s time—but nobody sent it off to London. The platter hid in John Lowe’s linen drawer until McCartney bought it back in July 1981.27 The “Danger” heard on Anthology 1, with forty-two seconds (a verse and chorus) edited out and heavy noise reduction applied, is a distant, tinny chorus waving at us from the other side of the myth.

Lennon’s post–Quarry Bank routine avoided Mendips as much as possible. Days were spent at art college, cadging cigarettes and wedging in lunchtime sing-alongs with McCartney and Harrison; afternoons and evenings were whiled away at coffee bars like the Jac, gabbing about art and getting fresh with girls. And he kept visiting Judy’s household, acting as a big brother to his two stepsisters, Julia and Jacqui, often staying over on weekends, as if the Dykins house felt more like home than Aunt Mimi’s.

On the evening of July 15, 1958, Lennon and Dykins were in the kitchen at the Blomfield Road residence cleaning up after tea; Julia was on her bike in the front garden, and Jacqui had been put to bed upstairs. As a sunny afternoon faded into dusk on that summer Tuesday, Judy called out to her daughter, “Just going to see Mimi, lovey,” and set off down the road toward the bus stop. Dykins’s mother—Nana to the children—stopped to talk with her on her way out, and Julia, then eleven years old, heard them both laugh. Julia remembered a premonition coming over her:

Tonight, for no reason at all, I began to feel it wasn’t quite the same. Suddenly, I knew something was terribly wrong. How does a child feel panic? My recollection is that my chest felt uncomfortably tight and I wanted to retch. Waves of fear swept through me, as if someone was standing over me, threatening me with a huge, hard fist. Without thinking, I threw down my bike and ran faster than I ever had to the top of the road, to try and catch my mother before she got on the bus. It was too late. When I turned the corner she was gone.28

After a long chat with Mimi, Judy left Mendips between 9:30 and 10P.M. “Normally,” her daughter says, “Mimi walked with her across Menlove Avenue to the bus stop. Tonight Mimi said, ‘I won’t walk you tonight, Julia. I’ll see you tomorrow.’ ” Just as Judy was leaving the house, Nigel Walley came by looking for John. She invited him to join her on the bus ride and meet with John at her house. Walley declined, but offered to walk her to the bus stop at the intersection of Vale Road, where he waved good-bye as she crossed the street. “She had just started across the other side when a car hurled her up into the air,” Baird wrote. “She was killed instantly. She was just forty-four.”29 After hearing a thud, Walley turned back to see Julia’s body flying through the air. “I ran back to get Mimi, and we rushed to wait for the ambulance . . . white with terror, and crying in hysterics.”30 Years later, Walley told a Liverpool Echo reporter: “I must have been about 15 yards up the road when I heard a car skidding. I turned round to see John’s mum going through the air. I rushed over but she had been killed instantly. . . . I had nightmares about it for years. I can see it today—Julia lying there with her hair fluttering over her face.”31

“Many years passed,” Baird wrote, “before John could bring himself to talk about that night,” and then his words still carried the gaping agony of the nightmare that engulfed his life:

An hour or so after it happened a copper came to the door to let us know about the accident. It was awful, like some dreadful film where they ask you if you’re the victim’s son and all that. Well, I was, and I can tell you it was absolutely the worst night of my entire life.

. . . Anyway, Bobby [Dykins] and I got a cab over to Sefton General Hospital where she was lying dead. I remember rabbiting on hysterically to the cabbie all the way there. Of course, there was no way I could ever bear to look at her. Bobby went in to see her for a few minutes, but it turned out to be too much for the poor sod and he finally broke down in my arms out in the lobby. I couldn’t seem to cry, not then anyway. I suppose I was just frozen inside.32

John’s cousin Leila, with whom he’d spent summers in Scotland, was in medical school at Edinburgh University. Mimi sent a telegram which read: JUDY CAR ACCIDENT. DIED FRIDAY. FUNERAL TUESDAY. Leila rushed down to Mendips and went to Julia’s funeral “in a complete daze . . . I couldn’t stand it. I hated the funeral and everybody there. It was impossible to believe it was Julia in that box.” The normally loquacious Lennon turned white and clammed up; being around people was the last thing he wanted in the days that followed. At the reception in the Cottage (where Julia had briefly set up house with John as an infant during the war), Leila sat with John, his head on her lap. “I never said a word. I can’t even recall telling him I was sorry. There was nothing you could say. We were both numb with anguish.”33

Part of Lennon’s estrangement can be gleaned from the way Julia’s daughters were treated: Dykins shuttled them off to relatives before the funeral, and they were not even told of their mother’s death for several weeks. Lennon already felt himself in some strange purgatory farther from that Dykins family orbit. Mimi, of course, was shocked, most likely blamed herself for not walking Judy to the bus, and was still slogging through the long, lonely tunnel of her husband George’s collapse. And given the tension between these sisters, Mimi had proven herself the last person Lennon might confide in about losing his mother for a second time. On top of Blackpool and losing his uncle George, here opens up a black hole of anguish and fury inside Lennon’s pride.

Beyond the personal trauma, Julia’s accident proved a travesty of justice. The driver was an off-duty cop named Eric Clague, who was racing into work after oversleeping—he had yet to pass his driving test. An inquest established his lack of a license, and Nigel Walley was called as a witness, but Clague got off with a reprimand and suspension from duty. John, Bobby Dykins, and Mimi attended the hearing, devastated. Beatle historian Bill Harry reports that Mimi cried out “Murderer!” in the courtroom.34

Many quotes from McCartney reveal how observant he was of Lennon’s complicated relationship with Judy, and how much the loss solidified their musical connection:

His mum lived right near where I lived. I had lost my mum, that’s one thing, but for your mum to actually be living somewhere else and for you to be a teenage boy and not living with her is very sad. It’s horrible. I remember him not liking it at all. John and I would go and visit her and she’d be very nice but when we left there was always a tinge of sadness about John. On the way back I could always tell that he loved the visit and he loved her but was very sad that he didn’t live with her.35

Of course, both boys were already conditioned to keep such feelings hidden, which only intensified the shared emotion. Judy’s death fed a strange, intimate currency between the two musicians, a private space they both used to underline their resentments against the world. McCartney remembered:

Now we were both in this; both losing our mothers. This was a bond for us, something of ours, a special thing. We’d both gone through that trauma and both come out the other side and we could actually laugh about it in the sick humor of the day. Once or twice when someone said, “Is your mother gonna come?,” we’d say, in a sad voice, “She died.” We actually used to put people through that. We could look at each other and know.36

Although Beatle fans know her only through stories and her son’s music, Julia Lennon lived long enough to catch whispers of John’s early Beatles with the Quarrymen, watch his first year at art college, and glimpse his early partnerships with Stu Sutcliffe and Paul McCartney. She heard John perform live more than a few times. She bought him his first guitar, taught him banjo chords, shared rock ’n’ roll through Buddy Holly and Elvis Presley, and designed his first colorful stage shirts. One scene that doesn’t seem to have a first-person testimony is the day John brought Judy his band’s first homemade recording, of “That’ll Be the Day,” a prize accomplishment. Her pleasure at coaxing Lennon’s creativity contrasted with Mimi’s disapproval; in many ways, Judy and John both used the new style to rebel against Mimi. History still wonders: besides “Julia,” how many songs did John Lennon sing to the only grown-up in his world with an ear for rock ’n’ roll?
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