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introduction

It was 40 years ago today – well, roughly – that this book first appeared. It came out in 1968 and I never thought it would still be in print all these years later. The bulk of the book is how it was then, fresh from their mouths, unchanged, unvarnished, a record of what they were thinking and doing in the 1960s and how they got there. It's now looked upon as what's called a 'primary source', which mainly seems to mean that others feel free to lift quotes and stuff from it – because, of course, so many of the characters are no longer around to give interviews. I've resisted the temptation to rewrite or change the original book, polish and burnish it with the benefit of hindsight, which, of course, would make us all cleverer and smarter than we were at the time.

But here, at the beginning of the book, I have added new material, trying to bring their story roughly up to date and reflect recent events, and also to explain how I got to write the book in the first place. Then at the end I've added some notes and thoughts on people mentioned in the book whom I met, both when doing the book and later, but who are now dead.

In preparing to do this new edition, I was looking through my old Beatles archives and records and memorabilia – which of course are growing all the time, as I'm still a mad, daft collector of anything Beatly – when I came across a handwritten lyric I had completely forgotten about.

It's in George's handwriting, which all true Beatles fans will recognise, but it's not a song that he ever recorded, or perhaps even put music to, as far as I can discover.

On the reverse side are instructions on how to reach Brian Epstein's country house in Sussex, written in Brian's hand, which he had presumably given to George. So as a piece of Beatles memorabilia it has double interest.

George's eight lines are as follows, as he wrote them:

Im happy to say that its only a dream

when I come across people like you,

its only a dream and you make it obscene

with the things that you think and you do.

your so unaware of the pain that I bear

and jealous for what you cant do.

There's times when I feel that you haven't a hope

But I also know that isn't true.

There's only one crossing out, a stray 's' on the first 'that', which would suggest it wasn't the first draft. I'm sure in a final draft he would have inserted the missing apostrophes in words like 'youre', as of course he did go to grammar school. It reads a bit like teenage angst, perhaps written some years earlier and which he happened to have lying around the day I asked him for an example of his writing.

I now can't remember when exactly he gave it to me, or what he said about it, but working back, it must have been sometime early in 1967 when I visited him at his house in Esher. He would then have been aged 23 or 24.

I had asked John and Paul for examples of their writing, some of their own lyrics, to use in the book, and I did the same with George, which is why he gave me these lines. Later on, though, George gave me a better example, his handwritten lyrics of 'Blue Jay Way', which of course did become a Beatles song (on Magical Mystery Tour). It was obviously more suitable and interesting than the scrap he had given me earlier, so I never used that scrap in the book or its later editions, just shoved it in a drawer and forgot about it. Until now. Too late of course, to ask George what the inspiration was when he wrote it, where the lines came from, whether he ever put it to music.
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George's recently discovered unpublished lyric

I contacted his widow Olivia, as she had to give me copyright permission to reproduce it. She confirmed that it is George's handwriting and that it does sound to her like his voice, but she knows nothing about it, since of course it was composed long before he met her. I also sent it to George's first wife, Pattie Boyd, who confirmed the handwriting, but had no knowledge of the contents.

I'm now going to hand it over to the British Library to join their Beatles collection. They have examples of lyrics by John and Paul on show in the manuscript room, next to Shakespeare, Magna Carta, Beethoven and Wordsworth, but so far nothing written by George.

These Beatles' lyrics are scraps I picked up from the floor of Abbey Road, which the Beatles said I could have as souvenirs and to help me when writing the section on their music. The cleaners would otherwise have burned them.

I always keep all scraps, notes, letters, documents, tickets, rubbish to do with every book I've done, but of course I wasn't to know that many years later, after Sotheby's held their first auction of pop memorabilia in 1981, they would turn out to be valuable. I thought when I offered them to the British Museum (where they were at first) that it would refuse them, considering them too trivial and ephemeral. In my will I have arranged for them to go the nation.

Olivia and the British Library are pleased that there will now be an example of George's writing, such as it is, in their manuscript room alongside those of Paul and John.

The point of this little story is that 40 years ago I didn't consider this scrap worthy of inclusion in the book. Forty years later, things have rather changed.

One of the many Beatles Brains out there around the world, of which there are now scores, all incredibly clever and learned, will I am sure be able to offer some clues about its contents and background. Who was the girl he was dreaming of? Was it his then wife Pattie or someone else, or someone from his teenage years? Academics will analyse each line, pondering whether any have been taken from elsewhere. What were his poetic influences? Is 'youre so unaware of the pain that I bear' good internal rhyming or is it all highly clumsy and confused and derivative? I'll leave all that to the experts.

Some may mock, but little now surprises me about the continuing interest in the Beatles. In fact, the further we get from them, the bigger they become.

There was a period in the mid 1970s when it seemed as though their star might dim, that they would be superseded by newer, more successful, more popular groups and singers, and that new styles, new sorts of music would eventually make the Beatles old hat, rather dated, very Sixties. In terms of facts and statistics this has happened, with new people such as Michael Jackson selling huge numbers of individual albums, breaking some of the Beatles' sales records. But in the end the Beatles, as a creative force, never did fade away. Whenever there's a poll of musicians, of pop fans or just of the general public, the Beatles are always rated up there as the most important, most influential, most loved, most fab group in the history of the universe. Well, in the minds and memories of living people. Sergeant Pepper is usually hailed as the greatest album and its cover as the best cover ever.

Sales of their old songs and albums, repackaged and reissued, as with Anthology, continue to sell in their millions. In 2000, the compilation of their number-one hits topped the charts in 34 different countries.

Early in the 1980s I was asked to be an outside examiner for a student doing a PhD on the Beatles' lyrics at London University. I thought it was a hoax. I couldn't believe that such a respectable university would be agreeing to such a thing. Now it's totally commonplace. Today there are schools, colleges and universities all over the world where the Beatles are taught, studied, analysed and researched.

More books come out every year on the Beatles than ever before, and every week there is a Beatles conference going on somewhere. Japan, for example, has on average 40 Beatles events a year and has its own magnificent museum devoted to John Lennon. There are dozens of full-time Beatles lookalike groups from dozens of different countries, playing full-time in clubs and concerts all around the world.

Relatively late in the day, Liverpool woke up to the tourist possibilities created by their own local lads. The city now has a hotel called Hard Day's Night, its airport has been renamed Liverpool John Lennon Airport, and each year hundreds of thousands of people go on Beatles tours. Paul's council house, now under the care of the National Trust, is open to the public, as is John's semi where he lived with his Aunt Mimi.

I reckon that there are about 5,000 people around the world today who are living on the Beatles – writers, researchers, dealers, academics, performers, souvenir merchants, conference organisers, tourist, hospitality and museum folk. Even at its height, Apple, the Beatles organisation, never employed more than 50 people.

The price of Beatles memorabilia is now scarcely believable, especially for anything said to be original. In 2008 the manuscript of 'A Day in the Life' was sold by Bonhams in New York for £1.3 million. A set of the Beatles' autographs on a photo can sell for £5,000 – compared with £50 in 1981 when the Beatles market first began.

In 1975 we had a burglary at home and one of the items stolen was a copy of the Sergeant Pepper album, signed to me by all four. I claimed £3.50 on the insurance, which was the replacement cost of the album. There was no value in the signatures, except sentimental. Today it's worth around £50,000.

I had a loss of a different kind a few weeks ago. For 40 years, since this book first came out, I've had the original prints of Ringo's four photos of the Beatles, which he took specially for the book, hanging on the hall wall. I hadn't realised that the upstairs lavatory was leaking, till mould began to appear on the frames. Alas, three of the prints are now ruined.

I'm always amused today when I hear Italian or other European football crowds singing 'Yellow Submarine' – with their own words, of course. I often wonder if Sony, who now own the copyright of the Beatles catalogue, will try to charge a fee to the TV companies who transmit the singing. It would probably surprise most Italian footer fans to find it was a Beatles song.

Daniel Levitin, a professor of music at McGill University in Montreal, predicted in 2007 that Beatles songs and lyrics are now known by so many people around the world that in 100 years they will be seen as nursery rhymes. 'Most people will have forgotten who wrote them. They will have become sufficiently entrenched in popular culture that it will seem as if they have always existed, like "O Susannah", "This Land Is Your Land" and "Frère Jacques".'

In 2007 a judge in Montana, USA, while sentencing a man for stealing beer, showed off his knowledge of the Beatles in his summing up. The accused, when asked what sentence he should get, had apparently replied, 'Like the Beatles said, "Let It Be".' This inspired the judge to work 42 different Beatles titles into the final judgement that he delivered:

It does not require a Magical Mystery Tour of interpretation to know The Word means leave it alone. I trust we can Come Together on that meaning. If I were to ignore your actions I would ignore that Day in the Life on 21 April 2006. That night you said to yourself, 'I Feel Fine,' while drinking beer. Later, whether you wanted Money or were just trying to Act Naturally, you became The Fool on the Hill ... Hopefully you can say When I'm Sixty-four that I Should Have Known Better ...'

Old archives get trawled for supposedly unseen and unheard films and tape recordings or unpublished, unknown photos of the Beatles. Usually they're just the same old shot but from a slightly different angle or more out of focus, but that doesn't stop photographers from recycling them in books and exhibitions, or printing and selling limited editions signed by the photographer, for hundreds of pounds.

I can't criticise, of course, having dug out those old lines of George's, and I'm always a sucker for any 'new' pix. I've just bought one myself which I'd never seen before, taken in Carlisle, my home town, in 1963 when the Beatles were appearing at the Lonsdale Cinema. It's a shot of them in a lift, with the female lift attendant looking very fierce. It makes me smile. The photographer was Jim Turner of the Cumberland News – and yes, I got him to sign my print.

As well as new stuff turning up, old stuff constantly gets turned over and reassessed, in case there are angles or oddments missed first time round. I thought all the BBC's records about Beatles appearances had been exhausted, but in 2008 Spencer Leigh, a writer on popular music, went through some old and dusty BBC files and found that in 1962, after the Beatles had an audition in Manchester to appear on a radio programme, the producer had made some written notes. These included: 'Paul McCartney no, John Lennon yes. An unusual group, not as rocky as most. More country and western, with a tendency to play music. Overall – yes.' I suppose it is a fairly interesting contemporary comment, as it's usually assumed that Paul always had the more acceptable singing voice.

Then there are the geeks and anoraks who endlessly analyse Beatles lyrics, hoping for fresh insight, or who produce stats no one else had thought we needed.

Ben Schott, well known for his Miscellany, produced a 'Beatles Miscellany' that appeared in The Times in June 2007, part of a special pull-out supplement to celebrate the 40th anniversary of Sergeant Pepper. (Anniversaries: they're an excellent excuse for more coverage.) In it, he analysed all Beatles songs to discover the most popular words, i.e. the ones that occur most often. He listed 114 words in order of frequency. At the top were You (260), I (178), To (149), Me (137) and Love (125). Down at the bottom were Yesterday (11), Hand (10) and Lonely (10). Fascinating, huh.

I've recently been sent an interesting piece of detailed research done by my friend Rod Davis, one of the original Quarrymen. He knew, as we all do, that John Lennon, his school friend, was born in Liverpool at 6.30 pm on 9 October 1940, during an air raid. The air raid bit gets repeated in every book, but Rod had begun to wonder if it was really true.

So he set himself the task of going to the British Library newspaper archive in Colindale, North London and reading every copy of the Liverpool Echo for October 1940, looking for air raids. He found a report of '30 or 40 aircraft' attacking the city on 10 October – but no raid reported for 9 October. Rod therefore concludes that while it is true to say that John was born during a period of air raids, there were no reported attacks on the night he was actually born. I hope that clears it up.

So who began this story, displaying a disgraceful lack of proper research? Me, probably. When you come to the chapter on John in the original part of this book, you'll read, 'He was born during a heavy air raid.' That's what John himself told me, ditto his Aunt Mimi and his father, Fred. It was the family legend, still going strong in 1968. I'm not changing it now.

  If I had to keep up with all the subsequent revelations, some 
    major but most of them minor, all the theories and opinions, I'd need to reprint 
    this book every year. That's another reason why I've left the 1968 book untouched. 
    It was an accurate record, more or less, of what they believed at that time.

  

All the same, there are some events which have to be mentioned, in order to keep the Beatles saga roughly up to date. While we are mainly concerned with What Happened Then, when the Beatles were still at their height, creating and performing, the story has continued. The tragic death in November 2001 of George Harrison, the youngest of the Beatles, meant that we were then left with only two Beatles. George was aged 58 and had been suffering from cancer for some time. His death made front-page headlines and tributes poured in from people of all kinds, prime ministers to pop stars.

  Yet George had been seen as the quiet one, the one who avoided 
    publicity, who was not interested in the media, in meeting fans or giving 
    thumbs up to the crowds. He had been a semi-recluse for some time, as far 
    as the public was concerned, producing nothing between 1982 and 1987. Then 
    came his album Cloud Nine in 1989, which was well received. In 1991 
    and 1992 he did some appearances and tours, after which followed another period 
    of public silence. Early in 2001, his classic album All Things Must Pass 
    was re-released.

But most of the time George was busy with his homes, his gardens, his thoughts, living a contemplative life, making music only for his own purposes.

It was a cruel, terrible irony that someone who had withdrawn from public life, wanting to be left alone, should have suffered a near-death experience when an intruder burst into his house, and into his life, and stabbed him. This happened in 1999, at his home near Henley. He did eventually recover.

George had a spiritual life, right to the end, retaining his interest in Indian music and religion long after the others had moved on. But he also retained his sense of humour. The last song he was working on before he died in 2001, 'Horse to the Water', was given the copyright line 'RIP Ltd 2001'.

My own memory of him is of deep seriousness combined with self-awareness. He could go on and on about theories of incarnation till I was about to yawn or scream, then suddenly he'd stop and mock himself, putting on a funny voice. I was with him once at his house in Esher when he was in the middle of some long explanation of his spiritual feelings. The phone rang, he picked it up at once and in broad cockney said, 'Esher Wine Store.'

  He was survived by his wife Olivia, born in Mexico in 1948, 
    brought up in the USA, whom he married in 1978, and their son Dhani, George's 
    only child, who was born in 1978. 'Dhani' in Sanskrit means wealthy.

  

Another recent dramatic event that received wide media coverage was Paul's divorce from Heather Mills in 2008. This kept the newspapers and TV news filled for months and months, as had their stormy relationship from almost its first day.

Linda, Paul's first wife, had died in 1998 from breast cancer, which was what had caused the death of Paul's own mother, Mary. Linda had given Paul so much and their marriage had been long, successful and fulfilling. They had almost never been apart, so he was shocked, shattered, distraught, displaced and very lonely. 'Is there anything left for me?' is what he wondered to himself. For two years, he hadn't been able to write a thing.

In 1999, a year after Linda's death, he met Heather Mills for the very first time. It was at an awards ceremony and he was impressed by her personality, her work for charity and her determination to overcome the handicap of having had part of one leg amputated. She was 25 years younger than him, and had once done some modelling, so her looks were clearly part of the attraction, as well as her strong character. On Paul's part, it does seem to have been love, not just infatuation, at first sight.

The media were not quite as struck. Paul had become an icon, a public treasure, so they wondered about Heather's motives, suggesting she could be a gold-digger. They looked into her background, revealing that her modelling career had not been as successful or as respectable as she had maintained, and questioned her honesty, showing that she had tended to take liberties with the truth. Paul stoutly defended her. He said the media were just being nasty and malicious, as ever, without any foundation. There were several gossip column stories alleging that Paul's own children were not keen on Heather – claims that were denied by both Heather and Paul.

When I read these stories, without knowing anything about the facts, it did make me think history might be repeating itself. When Jim, Paul's father, had remarried, both Paul and his brother Michael were not exactly thrilled by their new stepmother. I personally thought they were being unfair. Jim seemed to me to be so happy and content with his new wife, having been alone for so long, bringing up his two sons single-handed after his wife had died.

A lot of the stories about Heather and Paul, and what was or was not happening between them, grew nastier when it emerged that their marriage really was in difficulties. As soon as they announced they were getting divorced, various allegations about their personal behaviour leaked out, supposedly from both sides. All of this might have remained as gossip, i.e. unsubstantiated and unreliable, had not the judge in the case, to the astonishment of most people, decided to go public.

In March 2008 the Hon Mr Justice Bennett allowed the details of the divorce settlement, all 58 pages of it, to be published and available to all. The reason given was that it was to quell press speculation. It did the opposite – providing private and intimate details of the couple's lives, which we would otherwise not have known, and thus leading to further speculation and gossip.

In his statement, the judge said the couple had first met in 1999, got engaged on 22 July 2001, married on 11 July 2002 and separated on 29 April 2006. The marriage, as far as he was concerned, had therefore lasted just four years, as the couple had not properly cohabited until their actual marriage. It was revealed that Paul had been using contraception until they got married, as he had not wanted to have a child until then. Their only child, Beatrice, had been born on 28 October 2003.

The bulk of the 58 pages concerns financial matters. Heather had originally claimed £125 million as a divorce settlement. Paul had originally offered £16 million. Heather maintained that Paul was worth £800 million – a figure that had appeared in many papers for some years. Paul denied this, his accountants confirming that he was in fact worth only £400 million.

Heather had argued she needed £3,250,000 a year to live on, which included items such as £499,000 a year for holidays and £39,000 a year for wine, even though, as the judge noted, she doesn't drink. She required, so she said, £627,000 a year for her charity contributions, a sum which included £120,000 for helicopter flights and £192,000 for private flights. The judge described this as 'ridiculous'.

She also needed £542,000 a year for security to protect herself and Beatrice. By comparison, so we learned, Paul has been managing with virtually no security – a surprising revelation, when we all know what happened to John Lennon and also to George. It appears Paul has no bodyguards or security personnel at his London home; and on his Sussex estate he simply relies on farm workers to keep an eye out for anything suspicious.

In Paul's statements, he describes how none of his children while young – all of whom had gone to state schools – had had any bodyguards or security except, for obvious reasons, while with him on world tours.

The full addresses of his Sussex home, where he has what the judge described as 'a modest property' set in 1500 acres, and of his London home are both given in the document. Keen Beatles fans will know these details already, but any suspicious characters, ignorant of the addresses, will feel grateful to the judge.

In one interesting aside, when explaining that most of his music income today comes from material written long before Heather came along, Paul admits that his music during the years of his marriage, 2002–2006, has not done well: 'I have created new work during the marriage, which, though critically acclaimed, has not been profitable.'

We also got a long list of his possessions, his houses and works of art, including paintings by Picasso and Renoir, and business affairs, most of which would not have been known by even the keenest fans.

The judge, while admitting that Heather was 'devoted to her charitable causes' and was a 'strong-willed and determined personality', also considered her not to be an honest witness but instead inaccurate and not impressive. He saw her as her own worst enemy with 'a volatile and explosive character' and who suffered from make-believe. Paul, however, in his opinion, was honest and accurate.

Before the case, some of Heather's personal accusations about Paul had leaked into the papers, such as his use of drugs and alcohol and his abusive behaviour. These stories were referred to only in passing by the judge, who made it clear that they were not relevant, as his concern was to the financial settlement.

His final judgement was to award a total of £24.3 million to Heather – about £100 million less than she had first wanted. Paul therefore came out of it much better than he might have feared financially – and also with his good character intact, even if he'd had to reveal certain details that I'm sure he would have preferred kept private.

The strains and pressures and unhappiness caused by the breakdown – for both of them – must have been enormous. The best part of two whole years had been spent on statements, meetings with lawyers and accountants, investigations, countering allegations, smears, ending up with having their life and love exposed to the whole world. It came out, for example, just how generous Paul had been in that first heady year after they met, lavishing so much money on Heather and her family and concerns in the way of houses, loans, donations.

Many of the facts and details revealed by the judge will be used by biographers of Paul in years to come. But most of all it provided a field day for the press.

  Why did it happen? Why did Paul, normally so careful and canny, 
    used to checking out people and their character and stories – unlike, 
    say, John, who tended to believe almost anyone who came to his front door 
    – why did Paul, of all people, get himself into this situation? A mixture, 
    presumably, of lust, love and loneliness after the death of his beloved Linda.

  

Among revelations about other people in the Beatles story, the most surprising, nay amazing, recent revelation concerned Mimi Smith, John's Aunt Mimi, the lady who brought him up. Mimi played a major part in his early life and in the book I went along with John's and her family's image of her as a strict, snobbish, puritanical, old-fashioned and authoritarian figure. That was also how I found her in my many interviews with her. She was clearly a strong individual who didn't swim with the tide. She'd been a widow for a long time, having been married to the rather dull and unambitious-sounding George, who'd once been a milkman, though Mimi maintained he'd been a dairy farmer.

Mimi died in 1991. Then, in 2007, John's half-sister Julia Baird, in her book, Imagine This: Growing Up with my Brother John Lennon, came out with the assertion that Mimi, while living in Liverpool and bringing up John, had for some years been secretly having an affair with one of her young lodgers, a student 20 years younger than herself, who later emigrated to New Zealand. Julia never liked Mimi, so at first I rather doubted this allegation, suspecting it could be fantasy, but it's now been accepted as true by many Beatles experts. Mimi, of course, being dead, cannot refute it.

  I still find it hard to believe. Mimi, of all people. Shows 
    you just can't tell by outward appearances or apparent attitudes. Such a shame 
    John never knew, when you think of all the reprimands he'd had to suffer from 
    Mimi for his behaviour and his morals. I can imagine John's astonishment, 
    hear him now saying, 'Fookin' hell,' then collapsing with laughter, rubbing 
    his specs as the tears rolled.

  

Another revelation in a similar vein has come out about George, in a book written by his first wife Pattie Boyd. In it she says that George had an affair with Maureen, Ringo's wife. In both cases the marriages were collapsing. I somehow didn't find this gossip quite as surprising or revealing as the Mimi story.

  With all these titbits now coming out about affairs and relationships, 
    and with presumably more to come, it's always noticeable that the main participants 
    are almost always dead, like Mimi, George and Maureen. They therefore can't 
    deny, explain, give their side of it. Perhaps we need a judge to investigate, 
    look at the known facts, decide what happened, and then of course give us 
    the benefit of his wisdom.

  

Meanwhile, the two living Beatles are going strong – and for a long time to come, we hope. They both appeared and performed in Liverpool in 2008 to celebrate the city's year as European City of Culture.

Each is as busy as ever, but Ringo's busyness has been mostly abroad, mainly in the USA where he has done many very exhausting tours with his All Starr Band. The lineup has varied over the years and he's also done one-off appearances with well-known musicians. He's regularly produced albums. He did say in 2000, when he reached 60, that he was hanging up his drumsticks, but it didn't happen. He doesn't need the money, of course, just the fun. He is still married to Barbara and appears to live mainly in the USA and in Monaco.

Paul has also been regularly producing new albums, which do well, get nice reviews, but – by his own admission – don't sell as well as in the old days. Memory Almost Full in 2007 was enjoyed and admired by all his fans, and most people could see in it memories and emotions sparked off by Linda – at a time, of course, when he had even greater reasons to remember her.

  He has also produced poetry, paintings, children's books and 
    classical music. His Ecce Cor Meum was named the UK's classical album 
    of the year in 2007. Now that the trauma of Heather is behind him, perhaps 
    he'll go on to be even more productive and creative in the years to come. 
    He has said that he is now going to do his last world tour as a performer, 
    spread over two years, so that he can spend more time with his daughter Beatrice 
    as she grows up. But we shall see.

  

It is of course the classic period of the Beatles I like best and am most concerned with here. I never did become as fascinated by all the later legal arguments or the rows between them at the time of their breakup.

I also find my eyes glazing over when the experts start going on about the various versions of albums, about the bootlegs, the minutiae of each recording session, where they were each day, if not each minute, of every year. I leave that to the modern Beatles Brains. They know so much.

The books about them in the future will grow much fatter, in multiple volumes, as authors go down even more side alleyways, telling us all about the lives of minor characters, giving us exhaustive details of minor events.

I am of course impressed and pleased by their diligence, especially by the work and research of Mark Lewisohn, and by the fact that people who never met the Beatles, or saw them play live, should be keeping up the research, the interest, the passion, ensuring that the flag is being carried and will in turn be handed over to the generations to come.

It's the music that matters most, of course. The Beatles gave us 150 songs that will remain for ever, as long as the world has the breath to hum the tunes.

  This is the book that tried to cover that period, when they 
    were at their most productive. But first, let's go back to how I came to write 
    the book in the very first place ...

  

The Beatle I first met was Paul in September 1966. It was a great year, 1966. In July, England won the World Cup at Wembley, England's first-ever world success. I sold the film rights of my first novel, which had come out the previous year, to United Artists, and I was commissioned by BBC TV to write a Wednesday play. In October 1966 there was the world premiere of Georgy Girl, a film written by my wife, from her own novel. It was annus mirabilis in the Davies household.

My full time job was as a journalist on The Sunday Times of London, where I was writing the Atticus column. I had been on the staff since 1960, though for the first three years I had beavered away without once getting my name in the paper. It is hard to believe it now, but in those days, bylines were infrequent and The Sunday Times was a very traditional newspaper. Atticus, the newspaper's gossip column, had always been equally old fashioned, devoting itself to news about bishops, gentlemen's clubs, ambassadors. As a working-class lad from the North, who had grown up in a council house, gone to the local grammar school and then a provincial university, I didn't have the background, the accent nor the interests of the accepted Atticus columnists. They had tended to be old Etonians, Oxbridge types, who actually did know bishops and went to the best clubs. Some had also been very distinguished – Ian Fleming had only recently given up Atticus (in 1959) and before him previous incumbents had included writers like Sir Sacheverell Sitwell.

  But a funny thing happened to British life in the mid 1960s. 
    Not just on the Atticus column, but out in the world at large, traditional 
    roles and rules were being upset. My interests, when I took over the column, 
    were in novelists from the North, Cockney photographers, jumped -up fashion 
    designers, loudmouthed young businessmen. I did it partly to annoy, as I knew 
    that the old guard on the paper hated such people, but mainly because I was 
    fascinated by their success.

We all laughed and scoffed when Time magazine in New York came out with the idea of Swinging London and sent over battalions of writers and photographers to report and analyse all the exciting things supposedly happening here. Looking back, there was a sort of explosion in London in the 1960s. Now that we see how life can be so dire and desperate for so many, what happened in the 1960s was exciting and revolutionary for young people. The Beatles, of course (you thought I'd never get to them), were a vital element in this overthrowing of old values and accepted manners.

I didn't take much notice of 'Love Me Do' when it came out, thinking here was a one-off group, who showed no signs of being able to develop, and when I first heard John copying the Americans and screaming 'Twist and Shout' it gave me a headache. But I loved 'I Want to Hold Your Hand', and from then on could not wait for their next record. I went to one of the concerts – I think it was at Finsbury Park in London – which was fascinating, but the girls' screaming annoyed me. I wanted to hear them properly, not be deafened by adolescent shop girls and hairdressers.

I identified completely with their background and attitudes. My home town is Carlisle, further up the northwest coast from Liverpool, where we consider ourselves real Northerners and Liverpool might as well be on the Mediterranean. Although I was four years older than John, I felt his contemporary, as he, Paul and George had gone to the same type of school as me.

Until the Beatles, nobody had sung songs for me, songs that had a connection with my life, from their own experience, about my experience. I had enjoyed but despised the American-style pap we had all been brought up on, with middle-aged men in shiny suits saying we were a very wonderful audience, and they sure were glad to be here, before singing another sloppy ballad with banal words. All the same, I can still remember all the words of at least three Guy Mitchell songs.

Despite the Beatles' enormous popularity, there were still, in the mid 1960s, many people who said their success was basically a matter of fashion. The clothes, the hair, the accent, the irreverence, the humour, that was what made people like them, not their music. It was all publicity and promotion. A new group would soon displace them.

In August 1966, 'Eleanor Rigby' came out (the B side of 'Yellow Submarine'), and that seemed to me to prove that they could write real lyrics. The music, once again, was a development, using classical instruments and harmonies.

I went to see Paul at his house in Cavendish Avenue, St John's Wood. It was pure self-indulgence. I wanted to meet him, but I also wanted to hear the background to 'Eleanor Rigby'. I presumed he had written it, as it was his voice singing, though in those days they were simply Lennon–McCartney songs and no one bothered to separate them. I had never read any interview in which they had been asked seriously about how they composed. The popular newspapers were obsessed by the money and the crowd mania, while the fan mags wanted to know their favourite colour and favourite film stars.

I planned to reproduce all the words of 'Eleanor Rigby', to let the ignorant see how good they were, admire the imagery, feel the quality, but my superiors on the newspaper were against it. They didn't want so much space wasted on humdrum pop songs. So, what I said was that no pop song at present had better words or music.

The interview was revealing, so I thought, though reading it now, Paul does come out a bit self-satisfied, while at the same time appearing to be self-aware and even self-deflating. Has he really changed all that much? In it he used the word 'stoned'. Until then, in normal English usage, it referred to drink, not drugs, which was how I took it at the time.

I think I got on well with him. We talked about the background to many of their other songs, though I had no room to write about them. It struck me afterwards that there was so much I didn't know about them or their work, and that everybody had been asking the same old questions about their fame and success, and wondering when the bubble would burst.

There were only two books I could find on the Beatles, both unsatisfactory. There had been a fan club book, a short paperback, called The True Story of the Beatles, which came out in 1964, produced by the people who did Beatles Monthly. There was also a book by a young American, Michael Braun, called Love Me Do, which was much better, but limited, based on conversations with them on tour. This also had come out in 1964. They had developed so much since, but nobody had looked at their whole career, or spent time talking to them properly, or their friends and relations, or even tried to investigate what had happened in Hamburg, let alone their school days.

It seemed a good idea, but why should the Beatles agree to cooperate on such an enterprise? They were already, in 1966, millionaires, rich and famous and successful enough not to be interested in any more boring old chats about being Beatles. So I forgot about it, and went on with the business of living and working. My second child, Jake, was born in 1966.

I was already in the middle of my third book, a documentary study of universities, a look at students and teachers in Britain, to be called the Class of '66. I had so far completed about half of it, including profiles of two young girl students, one at Manchester University called Anna Ford and one at Sussex called Buzz Goodbody, and had written 10,000 words on each.

Then in December 1966 I paused from the book to get started on the screenplay of the novel that had been bought by United Artists, Here We Go, Round the Mulberry Bush, a slice-of-life Northern story, about a boy on a council estate, hoping to pick up a girl from a semi. I was surprised when it was bought by the film people – and even more surprised now that they planned to make it. Far more books get bought than ever get filmed. It was going to be a contemporary teenage film, and the director, Clive Donner, had the idea that Paul McCartney might do the theme tune for us. He had already done some film music.

On this occasion I went to Cavendish Avenue not as a journalist, looking for good quotes, but as a film writer, hoping he would collaborate on the project. He did seem interested, and we had several meetings and telephone chats, but in the end he said no. (The music was eventually done by Stevie Winwood plus the Spencer Davis Group – and was very good.)

Talking to Paul, this time with a slightly different hat on, I put to him the idea that had originally struck me. How about a proper book on the Beatles, a serious attempt to tell the whole story, to get it all down, once and for all, so that for ever more when people ask the same old dopey questions, you can say it's in the book; wouldn't that be a good idea, hmm?

It was always difficult to get any of the Beatles to concentrate on anything for more than a few moments. Even in his home, there was a queue of record people, designers, artists, assistants, sitting around waiting to see him. So I threw it out, not expecting a reaction or a reply there and then, but he said fine, why not, it would be useful. But there was only one problem. I thought for a moment that some other writer had already asked and been granted permission.

'What you'll have to do first of all is talk to Brian,' said Paul. 'He's the one who will decide. But come on, sit down, I'll help you draft a letter.'

  So there and then I sat down and did a rough letter. The next 
    day I typed it out and sent it to Brian Epstein. How funny that for all these 
    years I should have kept a copy. It was on the lines Paul had suggested, boasting 
    what a big cheese I was, saying I had 'interviewed the Beatles several times'. 
    Did I make that up? Or have I forgotten? No, now it comes back to me, I did 
    interview them, on the set of A Hard Day's Night, in 1964. I remember 
    a complicated joke John made that day. They were about to record a song in 
    a studio and a light came on saying 'Sound On'. John started making up doggerel 
    about 'Sounds on, Sound on'. There used to be a phrase 'Sounds on' meaning 
    something seemed possible, or all right. I think I must have made a mess of 
    trying to explain the joke, such as it was, because the article, as far as 
    I can remember, never got into the newspaper.

  

My appointment with Brian Epstein was made for Wednesday, 25 January 1967. At the last minute, he cancelled, through pressure of work, and made it the next day. Even so, he kept me waiting a long time, so I mooched around his drawing room, admiring his two fine paintings by Lowry. He lived at the time at 24 Chapel Street, Belgravia, a very posh address, right in the middle of the diplomatic area.

He eventually appeared, in a suit as always, looking very fresh, chubby-cheeked and healthy, but rather distracted. He played for me the tapes of 'Penny Lane' and 'Strawberry Fields', their new single, about to be released in a few days' time. He sat back with a sort of paternal pride and watched me, not really listening to the music, just watching me listening. I was amazed by 'Strawberry Fields'. It was such a leap forward, an enormous advance on juvenile stuff like 'Yellow Submarine', full of discordant jumps and eerie echoes, almost like Stockhausen. I wondered if Beatle fans would like it. I asked him what the title meant. He didn't seem to know.

He carefully locked the tape away, saying that he could not be too careful. A previous Beatle tape had been stolen and it was very embarrassing. They could fetch a lot of money, if they were leaked to the pirate radio stations before the official launch date. In those days, there were several pirate radio stations around Britain. I didn't actually believe him, that people would steal tapes, just to get a few days ahead of their rivals.

I eventually got the conversation round to my letter, asking what he thought, had he taken the topic further? He appeared not to know much about it at first, though he smiled and was very charming, so I went over the details, and he said yes, it did seem a good idea and he would have to put it to all four Beatles.
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I then added what I had not put in the letter, which was that I expected to share the advance with them, if they agreed to give me exclusive cooperation. That seemed only fair. He waved his hand, his white shirt showing expansively over his well manicured fingers, as if that was a trifling consideration. I told him that my publisher was Heinemann, a very distinguished imprint, and he said he would like to meet them, and my agent, so we could all agree on the details. He arranged another meeting for the following Wednesday, 31 January. By then, he said, he would know what the Beatles thought.

The boss of the literary agency I was then with, Curtis Brown, the biggest agency of its type in the world, said he would like to come in person, as did Charles Pick, managing director of Heinemann, but I told them just to stand by. I would ring from Epstein's, if it looked as if the deal was going forward. I saw Brian at three, and he said the Beatles had raised no objections, so I rang Spencer Curtis Brown and Charles Pick and told them both to come round, sharpish.

I'm sure they just wanted to get inside Epstein's house, to see how this man of the moment lived, as the deal in prospect was not really a very big one. I had already talked to other people in the publishing firm about the possibility of this book, and no one had been very impressed. We know all we'll ever want to know about the Beatles, as one person said. And anyway, books about pop stars don't sell. Look at that Cliff Richard book, that didn't do very well. I said, this is practically sociology, about a group that has affected the way we live now. Sociology? Who needs sociology? That doesn't sell either.

Brian explained to the three of us that I could do the book, and that he would give me all facilities, but he couldn't force each Beatle not to talk to other people. This rather worried me. I left it to Spencer to discuss how we should split the advance, and he suggested one third to the Beatles and two thirds to me, as I was doing all the work and would have to go round the world, interviewing former friends and associates. It would be a big job, as we all wanted it to be the definitive book, not a cheap, paperback, fan-mag quickie. Brian agreed.

The contract was eventually drawn up, with Brian organizing it personally, in his capacity as their manager. Heinemann agreed to pay £3,000 for the book, which meant £2,000 to me, less ten per cent, of course, for the agent's fee. Even in those days, it was not a large amount. Now, of course, it looks unbelievably small, when I know that one subsequent writer of a Beatles book in the 1980s managed to earn 100 times that amount.

However, I was very pleased. I had secured access to the four people I most wanted to meet. Even if it all collapsed for some reason, I would have been inside their homes and been in the recording studios and seen them at work. One worry was that other people might get to hear about the book, and do a quick version, based on some passing conversations with them, or just newspaper cuttings, so we all agreed to keep the project secret.

  I also worried, though I hate to admit it now, that perhaps 
    there was some truth in the feeling, held by many in 1966, that the bubble 
    would very soon burst. I liked their music, but the world at large in two 
    years' time could have moved on to something else. That would explain why 
    nobody had done a proper book about them so far. I didn't want it to be a 
    flop, with poor sales, and I would feel embarrassed about having taken the 
    money. As for the Class of '66 book, it was agreed I could put that 
    back till I had finished the one on the Beatles. We could always call it the 
    Class of '67.

  

On 7 January 1967, my 31st birthday, I started work on the book by talking to Ringo. I thought he might be the easiest. With all biographical books, at least to do with living people, there is always the fear of falling out, of not getting on before the project is properly under way. Ringo always looked kind. As a fan, that was the image I had picked up. That same day, I got a call at The Sunday Times, where I was still writing the Atticus column, planning to do the Beatles book in the evenings and at weekends, which was how I had produced my previous two books. It was from a strange-sounding lady called Yoko Ono. She said I was the most eminent columnist in London, so she had been told, creep creep, and that she wanted to feature my bare bottom in a film she was making. Don't bugger around, I said, who are you? I thought it must be some drunken journalist from the Observer, having me on.

No, no, she said, this is very serious, and she proceeded to list other films she had done, all of them sounding equally dopey. She gave me the address where the filming was taking place and implored me to come along. I said I might, but I wasn't promising; anyway, if it meant revealing my bottom, she would have to contact my agent.

I went along, as it sounded the sort of daft story I might need for the column that week, though still half expecting it to be a hoax. Sure enough, there was a queue of blokes in this very smart apartment in Park Lane, lining up to stand on a revolving stage, like a children's roundabout, while Yoko filmed them as in turn they dropped their trousers. I talked to a rather distracted American called Anthony Cox, who turned out to be her husband, and I gathered he had put up the money as she, apparently, had none. He looked so clean-cut, an educated Ivy League American, I found it hard to believe he had fallen for all this nonsense. The more he explained, the more there did seem quite a serious point she was making. I've forgotten now what it was.

Yoko tried to persuade me to strip off. I made an excuse and left, as all the best journalists have done since time immemorial. I could not really write objectively about her film, so I said, if I was in it.

I did a piece in the paper on 12 February 1967. I hoped I hadn't poked too much fun at her, though I worried that the title of the article, 'Oh no, Ono', might offend her, but she had got what she wanted, some prime publicity. She rang me afterwards to thank me.

I never met her again, in the flesh, until I walked into Abbey Road studios one evening in 1968 and there she was, sitting in a transcendental state with John transfixed by her, looking at her adoringly, and the other three Beatles completely bewildered, not knowing what had happened.

Meanwhile, I had a first, quick meeting with Ringo, and then in turn with the other three, but not to interview them, just to say hello, introduce myself, explain the project and get from them the names of school friends, schoolmasters, neighbours and, most of all, an introduction to their parents. I knew I would need that to pave the way.

I had decided I would spend the first six months of my work on the Beatles book by not talking to the Beatles themselves. I sensed, without knowing it, that they must be fed up with the same old questions from people who only knew what they knew by having read it in the newspapers. I wanted to go back in time, and then move slowly, stage by stage, through their careers, so that each time I arrived to see them again, I would bring news and chat and observations about what had happened to all the people and places they had long left behind. That way, I estimated, I might be a welcome visitor. Unless, of course, they were now so fame-drunk and success-sodden that they had ceased to have any interest in where they had come from.

So those first chats were brief, hurried conversations, mainly at Abbey Road, before recording sessions. In those early days, I made sure not to outstay my welcome, knowing that they had always refused to have any strangers or outsiders present when they were actually working.

John must have taken in my few words of introduction, saying who I was, where I'd come from and what I was doing. Some time later I received a letter from him, addressed to 'White Hunter Davies, c/o William Heinemann Ltd, 15 Queen Street, London, W1'. Not a bad joke. Inside was a cutting, with no date, which appeared to be from a local Liverpool newspaper, saying a rhythm group called the Beatles had made their debut at Neston Institute.

It is only recently that I have at long last been able to date the cutting, after searches in Liverpool and at the British Museum's newspaper library. It appeared on 11 June 1960 (the day of my wedding) in the Heswall and Neston edition of the Birkenhead News. This was apparently the first time that the word 'Beatles' appeared in print. (Mersey Beat, the local popmusic newspaper, which wrote about them constantly, did not appear till the following year, in June 1961.)

It's interesting that the newspaper should call them 'The Beatles' as only two weeks earlier, on 27 May in the Hoylake News and Advertiser, they were still known as the Silver Beetles. They did not permanently call themselves The Beatles till later that year.

The cutting shows that John had stuck to his own name. Paul had become Paul Ramon, giving himself a Hollywood-1920s persona. George was Carl Harrison, after his hero, Carl Perkins. Stu Sutcliffe had become Stuart de Stijl, after the art movement. Thomas Moore, the drummer, an equally false-sounding name, was in fact called Thomas Moore.

Although John always appeared to have no interest in the history of the Beatles, the fact that he had kept this cutting, which obviously must have been a big thrill for him at the time, made me realize that he did have some interest in his past. On the back of the envelope that contained this cutting, John had written the words 'JAKE MY ARSE'.

I must have given him some personal information during our hurried chat, and told him I had recently had a baby son, though I thought from his shortsighted look, staring blankly through his National Health spectacles, that he hadn't been listening.

  I presume he thought that a working-class lad from the North 
    should not be giving his children such poncy names. I didn't know at that 
    time about Julian (as his wife and family were still kept pretty private). 
    Later on, I always made a point of saying what a middle-class name, Julian, 
    really affected, very poncy.

  

Going to see the parents was one of the strangest parts about researching the book. I wanted to put a good deal about them in the final book, and how they had reacted, and wrote up a hundred pages of notes. In the end, there just wasn't enough space for more than a few paragraphs about what had happened to them (see Chapter 28).

The fact of their sons' fame had taken them completely by surprise, and the recent and sudden transformation, from their working-class homes and environment into luxury homes in the suburbs, was an even bigger shock. In the case of Mimi, John's aunt who had brought him up, she maintained she had always been middle class. Unlike the other three sets of parents, who all lived in council or rented houses, she and her husband owned their home. It was only a modest semi, on a busy road, not at all affluent and certainly not a professional area, though Mimi always had certain aspirations and hated John for getting mixed up with the common crowd. Even for Mimi, there had been some cultural, emotional and social shocks. It wasn't just the fact of the four boys becoming celebrities and millionaires. The parents had also been turned into celebrities, suddenly living and being treated like millionaires. All of them reacted to this process slightly differently.

Ringo's mother, Elsie, and his stepfather Harry were the most stunned by it, almost frightened, caught like rabbits in the searchlight of fame. They had just moved into a new posh bungalow, and felt completely isolated, knowing nobody, not knowing what to do with themselves all day. I tried, in the book, not to paint it as bleakly as that, but I did feel sorry for them. They had been forced in the end to move from their old terrace house in the Dingle because life there had become unbearable.

I explained to them on the phone what I was doing, and that I had permission. Sitting there, in their new lounge, which still smelled of plastic coverings and paint, I could feel their nervousness, scared of saying the wrong thing, so I rang Ringo, on their phone, and got him to talk to them, before finally they relaxed.

'We began to get really fed up,' said Elsie, 'when they started taking away the letter box, chipping bits off the door, taking stones away from the outside. We came home one night and they'd painted "We Love You Ringo" all over the front door and on every window.

'Most of them were nice kids. They did buy the records, so they deserved something. They'd ask for his old socks, or shirts, or shoes. I'd give them some, till there was none left.

'If Ritchie was at home, he had to sneak in and out in the dark. He'd be crouching inside sometimes, and I'd have to say he wasn't in. So, we just had to move here in the end.'

On the other hand, Louise Harrison, George's mother, was sitting proudly in her new gleaming home, loving it all. She welcomed the fans and the interruptions from the very beginning, enjoying talking to them, opening fêtes, signing autographs, making little speeches. She turned being a Beatle mum into a full-time occupation.

When I first went to see her, in early 1967, there were rumours, yet again, about the Beatles splitting up. (It was either that, or one of them, usually Paul, was dead.) To cope with all the mail she was personally getting about this momentous topic, Mrs Harrison had prepared typewritten replies ready to send to fans.

Through the fact of being George's mother, she had opened a new shop in Liverpool and met some Liverpool TV stars, such as Ken Dodd and Jimmy Tarbuck. She and her husband had recently been invited to the funeral of a local pop singer, even though they never knew him. She thought it their duty to turn up, to represent George.

Mrs Harrison was the only one of the parents who actively encouraged their early music, and became something of a groupie herself, going to many of their early concerts. She still loved talking about it. After all, in 1967, it was fresh in her mind.

'I remember when they did "Love Me Do", their first record, and George told us it might be going to be on Radio Luxembourg. We all stayed up till two o'clock, glued to the set, and nothing happened. Harold [her husband] went to bed, as he had to be up at five for the early shift on the buses. In the end, I went up to bed as well. I was just in the bedroom, when George came rushing up the stairs with the radio, shouting "We're on, we're on." Harold woke up and said, "Who's brought that noisy gramophone in here?"'

Mrs Harrison had a better memory of their early concerts than the Beatles themselves, which was a great help in getting the sequence of events in order. They were useless, when it came to dates, and even the years.

'I went to 48 of their shows when they became the Beatles. Manchester, Preston, Southport, all over the North. I used to sit in the front rows. In Manchester one night they were doing a show that a TV company was going to record. I got tickets as usual, for the first and for the second house. George said I was daft – I'd never survive because they were going to be really loud for the film people. I managed the first show, but by the beginning of the second, the screams were so loud I almost collapsed. I had to get a policeman to help me out. He didn't believe me when I said I'd been to the first show as well ...

'One of the first big things George did for us was in 1963. He said he'd got me a birthday present, but I couldn't see it or hold it. All I had to do was get ready to go to Jamaica on Wednesday. I said I'll need new clothes. He said, all you need is your cossy. That holiday in Montego Bay was the best ever.

'On the beach one day, this bloke sat down and said, hello Mrs Harrison. How do you know I'm Mrs Harrison? He'd got a description of what I was wearing when I left the hotel that morning. He was a reporter. I woke Harold up. I said, there's a reporter taking all your snores down. I was too thirsty to talk to him. I'd need a drink. He sent off this Japanese photographer he had and he came back with eight bottles of beer. He then took us round the clubs at night. We had a great time.

'I think our proudest moment of all was the Civic Reception in Liverpool. Seeing our own townspeople turning out. From Speke airport onwards they were eight deep all the way into town. You should have seen all the poor old people, waving their clean white hankies as we passed. They'd come out specially from their old people's homes, just for once. Oh, Lord, what a day.'

George, at that time, had just started his interest in Indian music, which Mrs Harrison, in a rather convoluted way, thought she might have something to do with.

'I always used to fiddle with our wireless to get Indian music. I'd tuned into Indian stuff once by accident and I thought it was lovely, so after that I was always trying to get it on the wireless. I'm not saying this has affected George. This was all before he was born ...'

Jim McCartney, Paul's father, had also taken very easily to the new life, though in a different way, as he tried to keep out of the limelight. Unlike the others, he bought an old Edwardian villa, rather smart and grand, as opposed to a new bungalow, and turned himself into something of a gent, in his smart sports jacket and check trousers, owning a racehorse, tending his grapes in his own conservatory. He had of course been a salesman, so he always did look very neat and presentable.

Jim first realized they were doing well when the phone started ringing nonstop. They always had a phone, despite living in a council house, because of his wife being a midwife. 'It seemed to go every second. I answered it in case it was important. Girls would ring up from California and say is Paul there. What a waste of money. If they came to the house from a long distance, I'd say, do you want a cup of tea? Then I'd say, well there's the kitchen. They'd go in and shout and scream because they'd recognize the kitchen from photographs. They knew more about me than I did myself. Fans would make very good detectives.

'I used to think, how far can it go? Every newspaper was full every day of the police having to keep the kids back. All that free publicity. Brian never had to pay for any of it.

'I think their secret was they were attractive to the kids because they represented their frame of mind, they represented freedom and rebellion. And they liked doing it so much, that's why they did it so well.'

I stayed with Jim, and his new wife Angie, several times in their home, and always had a very enjoyable evening. When he came to London, he used to ring me and come round for tea. One night, when I was staying with him in Cheshire, Paul had sent up an advance copy of 'When I'm Sixty-four', which he said he had written with his dad in mind. That evening, they must have played it about 20 times, dancing round and round the drawing room. I was convinced Jim was going to have a heart attack. Angie, a much younger lady, was encouraging him to jump about.

Michael, Paul's younger brother, was also living at home at that stage, and he told a story about Paul's innate sense of diplomacy, which he had always noticed, ever since his young days.

'I was in Paris with them, and George Martin had arranged for them to sing "She Loves You" in German. He waited in this studio for them for two hours, and they didn't turn up. George arrives at the hotel where we all were, the George V, and when they see him come in, they all dive under the tables. "Are you coming to do it or not?" asked George. John said no. Then George and Ringo also said no. Paul said nothing.

'They all went back to their meal. Then a bit later, Paul suddenly turned to John and said, heh, you know that so and so line, what if we did it this way? John listened to what Paul said, thought a bit, and said yeh, that's it.

'That had been the real reason why they hadn't turned up. But without arguing, Paul had cleverly brought the subject round again, sorted it out. Before long, they all got up and went off to the studio.'

Mimi was the only one who had left the Liverpool area, coming down to the South Coast to a new bungalow near Bournemouth. She too had found her life in Liverpool taken over by the fans, though she had always tried to be kind to them, searching round for some old object belonging to John to give them.

'One day I at last couldn't find anything. "Not even a button?" this girl said. Well, I've always had a phobia for cutting buttons off all clothes before throwing them out. So I got out my big button tin I'd had for years and gave her one. She threw her arms round me and kissed me. She said she'd never forget it. She later wrote and said she was wearing it on a gold chain round her neck and all the girls in her factory were jealous.'

This naturally led to all the other girls in the factory writing to Mimi for John's buttons, and then fans everywhere, as the story got round. 'I've sent buttons to every country in the world. America, Czechoslovakia, everywhere.'

In the end she was very upset by two fans who had broken into her house when she was ill in bed upstairs. She'd left the back door open for the doctor and when she heard noises down below, she thought it must be burglars. She crept downstairs, expecting to be attacked, and found two girls, stretched out on her brand new sofa, with a pile of used toffee papers all round them. She told them to go, furious that they had come in without asking, making her house a public property. They did at last leave, but on the way they stole her back door key. Mimi sat down and cried.

'I was like that when the bread man arrived. He very kindly phoned his works and a man came and put a new lock and key on the door. It was the Scott's bread man. One of the kindest things anyone has ever done for me.' It was not long after this that Mimi decided to leave Liverpool completely.

It's interesting to think, all these years later, that many of those Beatle souvenirs are now turning up at Sotheby's in London and being sold for a fortune, before going on to decorate the games room or the bar of some Japanese millionaire.

Mimi was very helpful to me, on my visits to her, though so many of her stories about John as a little boy seemed to clash with his own versions, given by John himself, and by his school friends.

In Mimi's eyes, John had a perfect middle-class upbringing. Yes, he could be naughty now and again, but more on the lines of Just William and his pranks, nothing nasty or horrible and certainly not criminal. She didn't know where such tales came from. Her own stories were mainly about John's early childhood, almost as if she had drawn a veil over most of the rest, determined to keep him young and sweet and innocent for ever, at least in her mind.

Even when she witnessed a triumphal Beatle concert in Liverpool at Christmas 1963, their first return after their number-one record success, her mind still went back to John's early days. She was standing at the back, having refused to sit in a front-row seat.

'It was at the Liverpool Empire. I was looking at John on the stage, but all I could see was him as a little boy. I always used to take him to the Empire at Christmas for his annual treat. I remember the time we'd seen Puss in Boots. It had been snowing and John's Wellingtons were still on in the theatre. When Puss came on in his big boots, John stood up and shouted, "Mimi, he's got his Wellington boots on! So have I." His little voice was heard everywhere and everyone looked at him and smiled.

'I was very proud of course to see him playing on the stage at the Empire. It was the first time I realized what an effect they had. There were mounted police to restrain the crowds. Bessie Braddock was standing with me at the back. It was very exciting.

'But I couldn't help thinking all the time, no, he's not really a Beatle, he's the little fellow who once sat upstairs with me and shouted "Mimi – he's got his Wellington boots on."'

It is true, if you look at the snapshots of John when he was very little – especially the polyphoto strip – he does look a very appealing, innocent little boy.

One of the problems about piecing together the Beatles' early childhood life was the fact that there were two missing parents. Julia, John's mother, was, of course, long dead, and so was Paul's. I knew that Ringo's real father, who had got divorced from his mother Elsie many years ago, was still alive. And I also suspected that Freddie Lennon, or 'that Alfred', as the Mimi side of the family always called him, was still around somewhere. There had at least been no news of Freddie's death. Throughout all of John's school life, Mimi dreaded Alfred turning up one day. I contacted shipping companies and hotels where he was supposed to have worked as a washer-up and failed at first to get any news of him.

I had better luck tracking down Ringo's father, also called Richard or Ritchie. In my first letter, I rather upset him by spelling his name wrong. Tut tut. I was never much good at spelling. I addressed him as Mr Starkie, instead of Mr Starkey. All Beatle fans know that. He reprimanded me in his reply, but said he was willing to talk to me.

  He was living in Crewe, working partly as a window cleaner. 
    He did not have a lot to tell me, but I very much admired how he had kept 
    away from Ringo after the divorce, and even now, when his son was famous, 
    he was not cashing in in any way and stoutly refused to contact Ringo or his 
    former wife.

  

Apart from the parents, I also spent a lot of time in the Liverpool area, tracking down school friends, schoolmasters, people who played with them, at one time, in the Quarrymen.

I went to the Cavern, still going strong in 1967, though as a jazz club again, and saw people such as Bob Wooler and Alan Williams. I bought old copies of Mersey Beat and picked up as many old programmes and posters as I could.

John dug out and gave me an old programme for a bill they had been on, as a supporting group, with Little Richard. On the front of the programme, John had secured Little Richard's autograph, as any ordinary fan might do, plus his address in the USA, in case John might visit America one day. At that time, it seemed a very remote possibility.

The Liverpool interview that stands out in my mind was with Pete Best. He was the drummer sacked by the Beatles on 16 August 1962 (see Chapter 17). By 1967, he had got married and was working in a bakery and he had failed to answer all the letters and messages I had sent him. In the end, I managed to see his mother, Mo Best, who did so much to help the Beatles in their early stages by letting them perform at the little club she had opened, the Casbah.

I saw her in Hayman's Green, in a big overgrown Victorian house, which at one time had the Casbah Club in the cellar. I knocked for 15 minutes, and was beginning to think the house was abandoned, before I was let in. The fact that I was working on an 'authorized biography' was in this case not exactly a help. She was still furious about the way her Pete had been treated and I worked hard to convince her that I was simply trying to get at the truth, to hear all sides. She said that she had passed on my messages to Peter, but he didn't want to meet anyone to do with the Beatles. She eventually relaxed and took me through her meetings with the Beatles and the history of the Casbah, all of which I used in the book.

Unbeknown to me, Peter had arrived at the house while we were talking, to visit his mum. He was sitting alone in another room, and refused to come out and talk to me. I asked Mrs Best to send through her younger son Roag, to ask if he would talk to me, just to help me get the dates right of the Hamburg years. In the end, she said come on, I'll take you in to see Pete, it'll be all right. I spent a long time with him, although I used only part of his story in the book.

He stood up and smiled wearily, as if giving in, realizing that, thanks to his mother, he'd been found and trapped. He looked embarrassed and tired. He held his head self-consciously to one side, almost stooping. He seemed sad and a bit pathetic. He talked slowly and quietly. He was tired, having just come off shift work at the bakery. As he talked, there was obviously a great deal of pride left in him.

He went over the Hamburg and earlier days, brightening up as he told funny stories, such as John standing in the street in his Long John underpants.

'I suppose I have got over a lot of it. It took a long time. I had so much press and publicity to live with. I did refuse many offers to sell my stories. I just didn't want to. What good would it have done, apart from the money? It was all over, and that was that.

'Twice I was really at the bottom, really low, and didn't know what to do with life. My wife Kitty said step up, go back and have another go. Mo worked very hard. Mo always wanted me to be a success in show business. She took my side in everything, but it was really my fight.

'When I left show business, it wasn't so bad. I didn't meet other groups who might say I was no good. It was difficult at first starting an ordinary job. Some people said I should have stuck to show business. At work they'd stare at me and say, what's he doing here with us?

'When I'm drinking in a pub, people still come up to me and say, aren't you so and so, you were with the Beatles. They start on me, asking the usual things, labouring into me. They're just sticking their noses in, which I don't like, nobody would. I just try not to say anything.

'I never felt hatred for them, even at the time. At first I did think they'd been a bit sneaky, going behind my back and all the time scheming to get rid of me and never telling me to my face what they had decided. I got over that after a while. I suppose I could see why they'd been sneaky.

'What hurt me was that I knew they were going to be big. I could tell it. We all could. We were getting amazing crowds in Liverpool, everywhere we went. I knew I was going to miss all the fun of that.

'I do try to think of any rows, but I can't. I have recently remembered one little incident. About two months before it happened, I had heard some sort of rumour that I was going. I asked Brian. He said he hadn't heard anything and he'd find out. He did look into it, but he said there was nothing. I was all right and not to worry.

'I've thought about being too much of a conformist, perhaps that was it. Or not combing my hair down. That sort of thing might have been one of the causes.

'I can't take being thought of as not good enough, that's what hurts. What is a good drummer? It's just a matter of different styles, not a matter of being good. How can you measure someone being good? When we came back from Liverpool my style was in fashion. When they saw how good and successful we were, drummers in the other groups started copying my powerhouse style.

'I know my mother thinks they were jealous of me, but I don't think it was that. We had a group sound. It wasn't just one person. My technique seemed to suit them for long enough, then it didn't. So that was that. I'll never know the real reasons.
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George, Paul and John on a roof in Hamburg, 1961.

'Of course their public image wasn't exactly real. They looked like angels at one stage, in their collarless suits, like choir boys. I knew they were far from angels. But they had to look like that, to conquer the mums and dads.

'I always watch them being interviewed on TV. John seems much the same. They've matured a lot. They're much shrewder. I can't understand their interest in religion, though. That was the last thing I would have expected.'

He hadn't seen or talked to the Beatles since the day he left them, apart from a fleeting few words with John not long after when he was playing with Lee Curtis's group in the Cavern. John had always been closest to him of the Beatles.

'I might accept help from them. If I sort of met them again and we got on and they said, off the cuff, here you are. But if they offered me X amount, just out of charity, then I'd say no.'

After I had interviewed Pete Best, and all the parents and old friends in Liverpool, I went back to see the Beatles in London and told them bits I had picked up on my travels. They were very interested to hear what had happened, except when the subject of Pete Best came up. They seemed to cut off, as if he had never touched their lives. They showed little reaction when I said he was now slicing bread for £18 a week, though Paul did make a face. John asked a few more questions, but then forgot about it, and they all went back to the song they were recording.

I suppose it reminded them that they had been rather sneaky in the handling of Pete Best's sacking, never telling him to his face, knowing that but for the grace of God, or Brian Epstein, circumstances might have been different and they too could have ended up slicing bread for £18 a week.

Later on, at John's home, I did get John to admit that they could have treated Peter rather better. 'We were cowards,' said John.

I was impressed by Pete for never telling his story. He could quite easily have exposed the reality of life in Hamburg, and their rather scandalous behaviour. By that time, he had nothing to lose. The Beatles might well have done so, as in those years Brian Epstein was still trying to make the most of their lovable image. Eventually, of course, John himself told the truth, or even more than the truth, about dressing-room life, and so preempted any of Pete's revelations.

  Later, Pete did write a book. I hope he made a few bob from 
    it. After all, he was a Beatle, at a vital time, as opposed to those 
    temporary secretaries and chauffeurs who have rushed into print, despite knowing 
    them only a few weeks, long after the real Beatle days were over.

  

Hamburg was very hard – I thought I'd never manage to get clear in my mind what had happened there. The Beatles were totally contradictory in their memories of how many times they went there, which order they played the various clubs, and which events had occurred at which time.

I had very long sessions with each of the Beatles and I realized what an important stage Hamburg had been, how it brought them together as a group, developed their personalities, gave them their own sound, and of course their new look. Nobody had tried to write about this vital period in their life, or been back to try and check what happened. I did not quite appreciate, till I got out there, that they were full of pills for so much of the time, trying to keep themselves awake for twelve-hour playing sessions. No wonder they had such hazy ideas about dates and places and people.

I went out to Hamburg in 1967 and visited all the clubs they played at and talked to as many people as I could find who remembered them. I even got a copy of the record contract they made with Bert Kaempfert Production. This was clearly dated 5.12.1961, which was useful when I started to get the sequence of events straight. It showed, for a start, that Stu Sutcliffe had left the Beatles by then. (He was the Beatle who died in Hamburg in April 1962.)

In the eight-page contract, it gave them, in clause 4, the opportunity of 'listening to their recordings immediately after completion thereof and of raising any possible objections on the spot'. That was a very fair clause, for an unknown foreign backing group, producing a few quick numbers in 1961. It was stated, in clause 7, that 'Mr John W. Lennon is authorized as the Group's representative to receive the payments'.

Armed with documents such as these, and by looking at the record books of the various clubs, I decided that the Beatles had done three Hamburg tours. (John said two – Paul thought four. George wasn't sure.) I felt all the time that I might have the order wrong and that people would appear with proof that I had put the Beatles in the wrong place at the wrong time.

I am still prepared to admit errors in some of the Hamburg dates. Does it matter? Well, at the time I wasn't too worried, thinking that nobody else apart from me would ever be bothered with such apparently minor details. Since then, of course, scores of researchers have been back to Hamburg, digging over the old embers, including a Dr Tony Waine of Lancaster University, who has made a special study of the Beatles in Hamburg, writing about them for academic magazines, in Britain and Germany. Beatle students never cease to amaze me.

The highlight of my Hamburg trip was meeting Astrid Kirchherr. She helped so much with facts and memories of their Hamburg days and was also the first person I had met who had a clear insight into their different personalities and talents.

Astrid, and her little group of Hamburg art school friends, were the Beatles' earliest intellectual fans. Until then, and for many years later, they were mainly appreciated by shop girls and hairdressers, or taken up briefly by low-grade would-be managers, hoping to make some quick money out of getting them a few bookings. Astrid saw something else in them, during 1960–62, which until then no one else had seen, though it was of course Stuart Sutcliffe who she admired most of all and to whom she got engaged.

I was rather shocked by the life she was now leading in 1967. For a start, her room in the house she still shared with her mother was almost a shrine. Like Miss Haversham in Great Expectations, she kept it untouched, as it had been in the last few months of Stu's life. Everything was black, the bed, the soft furnishings, the furniture, and the only light came from some candles. It was very eerie and strange, though she herself was calm and controlled, able to talk about Stu and the Beatles without pathos or melodrama.

In 1963, when Beatlemania first began, she gave some interviews to the German press and others. 'I was so happy they were doing well that I wanted to help them. I did my best to see the newspapers got the right facts. The papers at first were full of them being four scruffy blokes who lived in a dirty attic in Liverpool. I wanted them to know how intelligent and talented they were. It never came out the way I told them. Over and over again in all the interviews there were the same questions; did you really invent the Beatle hairstyle?'

Now, she'd stopped giving any interviews. She'd also refused offers to do her life story, although the German magazines had been asking her for years. She'd also turned down a lot of money for a tape recording she has, which Stu gave her, of Stu and John and the others playing in the Art School in Liverpool. (Done on the tape recorder that John persuaded the college to buy, for his own personal use.)

'One record company offered me 30,000 marks for it and I said no. Then they said 50,000. I said no, not for 100,000 or any money. They wanted to put the name Beatles on it and make a lot of money. It wouldn't have done them any good. They were having a laugh, playing around.'

She said she had never made a penny from all the Beatle photographs she took, even the one of the five of them taken in the Hamburg railway station, which went round the world. She gave that and others to them, long before they were famous. In turn, while they were still un-famous, the Beatles gave them to someone who gave them to an agency. Not only did her photographs make a lot of money for others, she set a style in taking their photographs – half in the shadows – which was copied by other photographers and other groups.

'The trouble is I never kept the negatives, so I can't really prove they were mine. Oh, I did get some money once from Brian, for a pile I had given to the boys. He paid me £30.'

She did, of course, get many commissions, on the strength of having taken the Beatle photographs. One famous German magazine commissioned her to take the boys, when they were refusing everyone else, if she could also take along one of their photographers, just to help. 'John said I should agree. I might as well make some money out of it for a change. This other photographer took some nasty pictures of them, when he shouldn't have done. They used all his.'

In 1967, when I met her, she was still in contact with the Beatles and John had come to see her when he was in Germany filming How I Won the War.

'John is an original. New ideas just come to him. Paul has great originality, but he's also an arranger. He can get things done, which John can't, or can't be bothered trying.

'They do need, and they don't need, each other. Either is true. Paul is as talented a composer as John. They would easily have done well on their own.

'The most amazing thing about them is that by coming together they haven't become the same, they haven't been influenced by each other. They're each still different, each is still himself. Paul still does sweet music, like "Michelle", that sort of melody. John writes bumpy music. Working so long together hasn't rubbed out the differences, which I think is amazing.

'Now and again at first I did used to wonder if they really cared about people's feelings and people's friendship. They would say awful things in front of people – "I wish that Kraut would go away," that sort of thing. They can still be cruel to people they don't like, tell them to go away, we don't like you. But that isn't too bad. It's worse to pretend you do like someone.

  'After Stu died, they were so kind and lovely. I knew then 
    they weren't cruel. It showed me they did know when they went too far and 
    knew when to stop.'

  

Although Astrid gave so much to the Beatles, which they all acknowledged, in some ways they had wrecked her life. The death of Stu was still obviously very near to her in 1967, though when I met her she had recently got married to another Liverpool exile. The disillusionment with the German press had led her, at the time, to giving up her own career as a photographer.

She was working at the time in a bar, and that evening, after we had talked all day, she took me to it. Hamburg is full of strange clubs and bars, but this was the first lesbian bar I had been into. She got me in, as a friend, and it seemed to be full of prostitutes dancing together, before going off for their evening's work. Astrid was serving behind the bar and was also on call to dance with customers, if required. For this, working all night long, she was getting £40 a week. Yet she was sitting on a small fortune with all her Beatles memorabilia.

I told Paul all about her when I got back to London and it brought back memories of the good times they had in Hamburg. Paul admitted, looking back, that they were rotten to Stu. He had perhaps been jealous of John's admiration for Stu and sometimes felt a little bit excluded.

  'I was pretty nasty to him on the last day. We were leaving 
    Hamburg, and he was staying behind with Astrid. I caught his eye on stage, 
    as he was playing with us for the last time. He was crying. It was one of 
    those feelings, when you're suddenly very close to someone.'

  

It took me a long time to realize that Brian Epstein was homosexual. When I did, I thought at first it didn't matter, either way, but I slowly recognized it was a vital part of his character and of his relationship with the Beatles.

Brian Epstein loved them. When at last I spent some time with him, and managed to get him to sit down and think back to the early days, it was hard to stop him. He gave me copies of his old memos to them, which he had typed himself, telling them how to behave on stage and not to smoke or chew. He also gave me his old typewritten list of their early local engagements, which I had no room for in the book, though they might be of interest to Beatle experts. Whole books have subsequently been written on what the Beatles did each day during their Beatlemania years.

Even more interesting is the note, monogrammed BE, that he sent to George Martin before their first recording session on 6 June 1962, suggesting likely songs they might do. Now I look at that list again, there are some compositions I have never heard of, such as 'Pinwheel Twist'. I wonder what happened to that one?

He also dug out for me the very first press handout about the Beatles and the office memos he sent to his staff when NEMS, his company, opened its first office in London. It's full of Brian telling them how to behave and to be courteous to everyone. Very typical.

I collected as many documents as I could during all my interviews, as well as handouts and fan club bulletins, both in Britain and in the USA. Brian himself had spare copies of many of them and gave them to me.

He was terribly careful and organized in those early days. It was only as I got to know him better, during 1967, that I learned what a mess his life was now in. He was constantly in the depths of depression, living on pills, having tantrums with his staff and closest friends, over petty things, then collapsing in tears as he apologized to them. He had twice tried to commit suicide, though this had been kept quiet at the time.

In his sexual life, he was not simply a homosexual, but a masochist, deliberately picking up non-homosexual boys, often sailors, bringing them back to the house, treating them, giving them drinks and drugs. It usually ended with him being beaten up and his possessions stolen, very often Beatle material. Then he would be blackmailed, and end up in further depressions.
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Paul's early handwritten letter to an unknown journalist called Mr Low, seeking some publicity for the group.

I spent one weekend with him at his country home in Kingsley Hill, Sussex. On Saturday evening, we had a very enjoyable dinner, at which we were joined by a well-known pop music personality of the time. (Even better known today, but I better not name him.) After the meal, they decided they would like some boys to amuse them, but it was by this time eleven o'clock, and a Saturday evening.

Brian got out a sort of credit card, which was his membership to some homosexual callboy organization, and dialled a certain number, giving his name and number. There was a lot of discussion on the phone, with the person at the other end saying it was far too late, everyone was booked up, the best boys had gone. When Brian mentioned he was in Sussex, not London, the voice said that was it, no chance. Brian said he would pay for taxis, and pay double the rates, just send down whatever could be found, then he hung up.

I sat up with them, drinking, until midnight, but then I went to bed. I think it was four in the morning before anyone arrived from London. Next morning, I had breakfast on my own, and left for home about midday. The others were still in bed.

Brian agreed I could mention his homosexuality in the book, though, naturally, I was not going to go into any of the details.

The Beatles did not know the full story of this side of his life either. By the time I got to know him, he had become less of an influence on their lives anyway. Paul was busy taking over the organizational reins, setting up Apple, taking control of things like the cover for Sergeant Pepper.

They knew he was homosexual, but that was all. John was the only one I discussed it with, as he was quite interested, but Paul I think was upset by it. Brian realized this and was always especially concerned about pleasing Paul, giving him the biggest presents. Brian's staff told me that he worried most about keeping in with Paul and always answered his calls first.

John told me he had had a one-night stand with Brian, on a holiday with him in Spain, when Brian had invited him out, a few days after the birth of Julian in 1963, leaving Cyn alone. I mentioned this brief holiday in the book, but not what John had alleged had taken place. Partly, I didn't really believe it, though John was daft enough to try almost anything once. John was certainly not homosexual, and this boast, or lie, would have given the wrong impression. It was also not fair on Cynthia, his then wife.

But by 1967, even John did not seem to have much connection with Brian. When I began to realize the extent of Brian's tragic private life, I assumed it was partly the Beatles' fault, edging him out of their lives, discarding him, leaving him without much purpose in life, perhaps helping to cause his terrible depressions. I probably hinted as much in the book. Now, with hindsight, I think the fault was in Brian. I underplayed the fact that he had been discharged from the army on medical and emotional grounds, after being referred to a psychiatrist. He had presented it to me rather as a joke, almost as if he had done it to get out of the army, which was how I reported it (see Chapter 15). It seems clear to me now that he should have had proper psychiatric help from a very early stage. In Liverpool, I did hear stories of certain incidents, but I could never get details.

It could be argued that the Beatles saved him from himself, prolonging his life, at least for those six years or so in which he threw himself into their career, using up all his energies and talents and emotions for their good. By 1967, he was back on his own again, and finding himself very difficult to live with.

The official report of his death in September 1967 said it was an accidental overdose, which I believe, though others have since tried to prove it was suicide, and some irresponsible writers have even hinted at murder, as there are still some missing facts about the days before his death. Emotionally, it was suicide, even though I do not think he meant to do it at that time in that way. But I feel it would have happened, sooner rather than later.

  

I was with the Beatles in Bangor, North Wales, when they heard about Brian's death. The whole weekend had been rather bizarre. Michael McCartney, Paul's brother, had rung me the night before to tell me that they planned to go to somewhere in Wales to meet someone called the Maharishi. It had all begun with George, and his interest in Indian things, and he had persuaded the others to join him. Michael told me to be on the platform at Euston at a certain time for the Bangor train. It was bound to be a happening. Remember happenings? Very 1960s. I realized it would be the first time they had all gone anywhere as a group since their touring days. So that at least would be interesting to observe.

I travelled with them in their carriage, on Friday, 25 August 1967 – the four Beatles, plus Mick Jagger, Marianne Faithfull, all in their flower-power clothes. It was very revealing to see Jagger and Lennon together. They seemed wary of each other, careful and respectful, with very little contact.

I knew, from having discussed it previously with John, that John felt jealous of Jagger. Certainly not of his music, or his success, or his fame, but of the fact that Jagger always had a rebel image, right from the beginning, which John felt he should have had as well. I argued that it was the Beatles, breaking so many rules, that allowed the Stones to come along later and build on what the Beatles had done. John at that stage still resented the cleaning-up operation Brian had performed on them, ashamed in a way that he had gone along with it, which was why later, I suppose, he overcompensated by dishing out the dirt about himself, making himself worse, if anything, than he had been.

On the train, there was very little conversation between them all, though after they had been ushered into the Maharishi's compartment, further along the train, they all laughed and joked about what he had said to each of them, but at the same time obviously taking it very seriously.

The trip had been meant to be secret, and was arranged at the last moment, but the news leaked out and at various stations along the line crowds of fans gathered. It was almost like Beatlemania days again. Fans rushed to the train when we stopped and shoved autograph books through the windows and doors; quite a killing for the fans, getting such a batch of heroes, all in the same spot at the same time. Most of them dutifully signed, except John, who soon said he was fed up. So now and again I signed his name in their little books, if they looked particularly disappointed. I do hope Sotheby's have found a way of checking the real signatures from the false.

That evening, in Bangor, we all went into the town for something to eat. It was late at night, in a very small provincial town, and we could find only a Chinese restaurant open. When the bill finally came, I realized I had not enough money, nor had anyone else. The Beatles never carried money, just like the royal family, and this time they were without their normal aides and assistants who carried the purse for them.

The Chinese waiter was becoming very upset, thinking we were all going to walk out without paying, when George suddenly put his bare foot on the table. He had taken off his sandals and was examining the sole of the shoes. There was a slit at the front and from it he withdrew £20, more than enough to settle the bill. He had put the money there for such emergencies, months if not years previously, and forgotten about it until that evening.

The news of Brian's death came through on the Sunday, after they had a long session with the Maharishi. They appeared at the time to be rather callous in their reaction, which hurt Brian's family, but it was partly the result of being with the Maharishi, who told them that death meant very little. It was typical of their reaction to such things. Years before, Paul had once made a silly joke about his mother's death, out of fear rather than cruelty. John had appeared to be uncaring after his own mother had been killed.

  The death of Brian Epstein was a watershed, the end of an era, 
    the final chapter of those Beatlemania years, although we did not realize 
    at the time how near it was to the end of the Beatles as an active group. 
    Everyone wondered, though, what the next era would bring. I remember George 
    Martin telling me that he thought they would not manage in the future without 
    some sort of organizer, some figure to lean on. They would always need some 
    sort of help.

  

As for interviewing the Beatles themselves, I described in great detail in Part Three of the book (see Chapters 28–34) what exactly they were doing and thinking in 1967, so there is not much need to add to that. I knew at the time that the minute I wrote anything down it was out of date. They moved on so quickly, changing their minds, changing their clothes, their interests, always into something new.

John was the hardest to talk to. I spent hours at his home in Weybridge in silence, swimming round his pool with him, eating a meal, sitting in his little living room, often without a sound, except for the rotten television set flickering away in the corner. In the end, if conversation seemed impossible, I would pack up and come again another day, when I hoped he would be more forthcoming. With Cyn, he could go on like that for weeks. He seemed to be in a permanent state of mental abstraction. I don't think it was the effect of drugs, though he was smoking a lot, or even Maharishi's meditations. For long spells, he just chose to cut off. Looking back, he was waiting for Yoko to come along, and spark him into life again.

John could still be the strongest personality in the group, if he wanted to, though not as dominant as in the past. He let Paul take control of most things and allowed him to steer the Beatles into new projects, such as Magical Mystery Tour, or George to steer them into Indian mysticism.

Even at the private party to celebrate Magical Mystery Tour, which was a very jolly affair, with their friends and relations and personal staff, John seemed so subdued. We all came in fancy dress. I went as a Boy Scout, and my wife as a Girl Guide, which was a bit pathetic and showed little imagination. John looked magnificent as a greasy rocker, just as he had been, ten years previously. He talked for a while to my wife about books, then sat in a daze.

At his home, and in his head, he had so many half songs, uncompleted bits of verse, which he would play with, before quickly tiring of them. For months I seem to remember he was mucking around with 'Across the Universe', or variations on it. He would play or sing me the same old bits every few weeks, having failed to make any progress with it since I'd last seen him.

Paul was the easiest to talk to. He had such energy and such keenness and, unlike John, enjoyed being liked, at least most of the time. I don't see this as a criticism. John himself could be very cruel about Paul's puppy-dog eagerness to please. The irony was, and still is, that John's awfulness to people, his rudeness and cruelty, made people like him more, whereas Paul's genuine niceness made many people suspicious, accusing him of being calculating. Paul does look ahead, seeing what might happen, working out the effect of certain actions, but he often ends up tying himself in knots, not necessarily getting what he thought he wanted. I think there is some insecurity in Paul's nature, which makes him try so hard, work so hard. It also means he can be easily hurt by criticism, which was something that just washed over John.

George, at the time I was doing the book, was an obsessive, which could make it very hard to talk to him. He hated, even then, the Beatle days, and wanted to forget them completely and move on. They all felt that, but George felt it most of all. His development, during those years as a Beatle, was by far the most dramatic. It's easy to forget just how young he was, a callow 17-year-old, when he joined them. For so many years, most people tended to dismiss him as a mere child. John was so dominant and, at that stage in their career, being three years older, it made an enormous difference and he completely overshadowed George. Presumably John and Paul did see hidden things in George, right from the beginning, apart from his excellent guitar playing. They were proud of him, in a big-brotherly way, for being so good on the guitar, and by 1967 their pride had turned to admiration, not just for the excellent songs he had now composed, but for being so knowledgeable about Indian music and culture, going to such trouble to teach himself the sitar. For the first time in his life, he had become a leader, doing it by example, not in any bossy, domineering way.

Going to see Ringo was rather strange. He prowled around his own domain, restless and worried-looking. At home, he was very much an Andy Capp figure, as was John, whereas Paul had picked up more middle-class habits thanks to his friendship with Jane Asher.

I think Ringo worried about the future. The touring days were over and he knew that in the studio, especially with all the new synthesizer equipment then coming in, his drumming was not really as vital as it used to be. Many times Paul would take over the drums in the recording studio, to explain what was wanted. While George and John were fed up with being Beatles, and Paul wanted it to go on a bit longer because he could see there were things they had still not done, Ringo's future seemed blank. Apart from a bit of acting, he couldn't see what else there was for him to do.

Neil Aspinall and Mal Evans, their two road managers from the early days, and still then their constant companions and aides, were always being asked which Beatle they liked best. It was an impossible, but natural, question. There were so many facets to each of them. Paul and Ringo, as far as the general public were concerned, were the 'nicest', yet I often met people who worked with them closely who moaned about them all the time. Unlike John and George, they could turn nasty in private, suddenly deciding they were being taken advantage of, by some assistant or tradesman, especially over money matters. When it came to money, John and George hardly seemed to care.

John was the most original, so I always thought, but Paul was the most naturally gifted. Music flows through him all the time, and he is also gifted with the aptitudes to make the most of his talents. George was a combination, both original and talented, yet in ways different from the other two. Ringo had no pretence, and was totally without intellectual aspirations, unlike the other three, nor did he have any illusions about his work or worth. He had a commonsense approach to everything, and could be very quick-witted and sharp.

I looked forward equally to my conversations with each of them, but perhaps enjoyed Paul's and John's company most. They were also interested in my world, life at large, discussing topics of the day, that's if it wasn't one of John's days for not talking to anyone. They were both, surprisingly, starved of good chat, which is why, I suppose, some strange people with odd ideas did come into their life from time to time.

Their lives in the last ten years had been so extraordinary that I was interested in all their observations, however naive. They had so little idea of how the real world worked, having been sealed off from reality for so long. John, for example, could not use the telephone. People had made his calls for so long that he had forgotten how to do it.

They were like specimens, people from another planet, who saw things differently from the rest of us, uneducated, unformed minds, yet they had seen things and experienced events and emotions the rest of us can only imagine. They had no conceit, which I found surprising, neither about their music nor their fame. They honestly believed that everyone, if they put their mind to it, could achieve what they wanted to in life. They had done it, so they did not see why others could not. The whole philosophy of Apple, idiotic and crazy though it was, was based on helping others to help themselves. They believed that education and training of any sort were a waste of time. They had broken all the rules, when people had told them they would never do it, coming from Liverpool, singing like that, so they believed others could do the same.

They were all seeking something, especially John and George, without knowing what it was, feeling a certain vacuum in their lives, an emptiness after all those hectic Beatle years. Every superstar since has felt much the same, and probably every pools winner or bingo millionaire or lottery winner, at least those with the slightest element of sensibility.

  I too used to be asked which Beatle I liked most. And I used 
    to reply by saying my favourite Beatle was the one I was last with. That was 
    how Neil and Mal always used to reply, which was why I wanted to carry on 
    observing them for ever, rather than getting on with the more mundane task 
    of putting it all down on paper.

  

By the beginning of 1968, I was still interviewing away and had amassed about 150,000 words of notes. That book about British universities had almost gone from my mind. I thought about changing the title yet again, to the Class of '68, then decided now to scrap the whole thing. There had been student revolutions and demonstrations, and the whole nature of university life had changed.

I was concentrating completely on the Beatles, though I was putting off actually starting to write the book. Sergeant Pepper had come out, to enormous acclaim, and that really changed the image of the Beatles in the eyes of those people who still tended to regard them as a passing fancy. Things were still changing and I didn't want to miss any new stages, yet I knew I must soon call a halt and knock it all into shape. Every Beatle record, from 1963 to 1969, contained something new and different. Would I miss a dramatic new musical development by stopping now?

The most enjoyable part of doing the whole book was being present at Abbey Road. John's doziness at home left him when he came into the studio. Working with Paul seemed to make him more alive. If he couldn't finish a song, then Paul would help him out. They remained themselves, producing their own sort of music, but each other's presence seemed to bring out the best in each of them. And if they did get completely stuck, ending up with two bits of tunes that did not appear to gel, as in 'A Day in the Life', then George Martin was there to solve the problem of melding them together.

They usually assembled at Paul's house in Cavendish Avenue, St John's Wood, in the afternoon, going up to the top floor where John and Paul would try out any new little ideas they had had on their own. It was all fairly informal, with close friends and relations coming in, hanging about, and they would all break for fried eggs and toast and tea. By the time they got into the studio in the evening, just round the corner in Abbey Road, and George and Ringo had then turned up, it would become more serious. Outsiders would not be allowed in the studio when they were working.

John and Paul would write out on the backs of envelopes or scraps of paper the latest words or versions of the songs they were working on, then give them to Ringo on the drums, so he would know what was happening. Bits would be altered as they went along, and new parts added.

At the end of the sessions, in the small hours of the mornings, I would often pick up scraps lying around, asking first if I could have them, as they obviously didn't want them any more. They always said yes. A great deal of stuff was simply chucked out, or left for the cleaners to get rid of. They themselves never kept any memorabilia or cuttings or scraps about themselves. For years, life had moved on so quickly that they had no interest in collecting or keeping that sort of clutter.

I know that Paul and George later regretted this and made an attempt to collect their own past, once they started getting into their middle age. I gave George back the original of 'Blue Jay Way', written on the back of someone else's letter when he was in California. He thought it had been lost for ever. And I gave Paul his master plan for Magical Mystery Tour, which he had written out for me in 1968 for the purpose of this book, to explain what his idea had been, but which I never had space for in the end. My own collection, bits they had given me as presents, was severely depleted some years ago when our house was burgled and I lost my Beatle records, copies they had personally signed to me. I'm sure their value was not realized. I often wonder where they are now, which is why I watch the Sotheby's sales so carefully. I only wish now I had collected more of their songs from the floor of Abbey Road.

I wish I had kept better notes, especially during Sergeant Pepper. When I was interviewing them alone, in their homes, I would sit with a notebook and write down everything, there and then. But in the studios, or when they were all together, or when we were having meals, I tried to be more of a fly on the wall, quietly observing, hoping I would be accepted as someone who just happened always to be around, rather than a writer, prying on them. Afterwards, I would rush straight home (which was, luckily, only ten minutes from Abbey Road) and quickly type out in note form everything that had happened that evening. I still have piles of these notes and, looking at them now, all badly typed and misspelled, there are bits I can't understand.

I also wish now that I'd used a tape recorder. I never have done, which is silly. I did use one once, back in the early Sixties, a massive Grundig, about the size of a house, when I interviewed W H Auden. The interview was useless, and never appeared, and I always blamed the tape recorder and decided to stick to notebooks from then on. It seemed to me that taping an interview doubles the work, as you have to listen to it all again to transcribe it, and, as we know, a lot of what we all say is hardly worth listening to once, never mind twice. With a notebook, I am editing as I go, only writing down what I think I am going to use, so I save time, but I also jot notes on surroundings, how people look, their mannerisms, speech traits, which of course you don't catch with a tape recorder. That's my theory, which I've stuck to. Alas. Oh if only I'd used a tape recording during those 18 months with the Beatles, and their parents and friends, what a treasure trove that would be today.

Memories do play tricks. I was lunching with Neil Aspinall one day and reminiscing about the night of the Sergeant Pepper photo session. I remembered the costumes arriving at Paul's house, as I still had a clear picture of the Beatles trying them on. Neil said no, the costumes were delivered direct to the photographer's in Flood Street. I rushed to my notes, but they didn't include this minor piece of information.

The discussions about the Sergeant Pepper cover had gone on for weeks. George wanted lots of the figures to be gurus. Paul wanted arty people like Stockhausen. John wanted rebels and baddies, such as Hitler, but, as my notes show, he was talked out of Hitler at the last moment. Hitler's cardboard cutout figure stood to attention during the whole of the photographic session.

I had suggested to them that their list of heroes should include some footballers. Most boys, especially those coming from Liverpool, are aware of footballing stars. I had always been slightly disappointed that none of the Beatles was interested in sport at all, least of all football. In the end, John stuck in Albert Stubbins, a folk name from his childhood in Liverpool, but I think simply because he thought the name was funny, rather than for his footballing prowess.

I do remember that we left Paul's house in a rush, and he told me to collect up any ornaments lying around his house, just to fill up the tableau. That ornament in the foreground of the Sergeant Pepper cover picture, a sort of statuette of what looks like a bullet on a little plinth, was placed there by me, to fill up the gap. I've told my children this, several times, but they are not at all interested.

Who thought of Sergeant Pepper? I had always assumed the basic idea came from Paul, as he was the first of them I heard talking about it, though I didn't go into this in the book. I should have paid more attention, as it was a milestone for them, the pinnacle of their recording career. It was also a minor historic moment in popular music, as it has become known as the first 'concept album'. Artistically, it was an enormous achievement, thanks partly to the creative work of Peter Blake. Whole studies have been produced since on what was in that famous cover and what it all meant.

Mal used to say that the phrase 'Sergeant Pepper' came from him, his overheard mistake for 'Salt and Pepper'. Neil told me he was the first to suggest to Paul that the whole album should be in the form of Sergeant Pepper's actual show, and that Paul jumped at the idea. Who can tell now? It's like the origin of the name Beatles. George thought it came from Marlon Brando's film, The Wild One. There is a group of motorcyclists in the film, all in black leather, called the Beetles, though they are only referred to as such in passing. Stu Sutclife saw this film, heard the remark, and came back and suggested it to John as the new name for their group, John said yeh, but we'll spell it Beatles, as we're a beat group. Well, that's one theory. No doubt, in the years to come, there will be new suggestions.

  In my book, I was trying to keep off the theories. I still 
    like to think it was all true, though there were things I could not tell at 
    the time. It was simply the truth about what had happened to them up to that 
    time, based on their own memories, and the memories of those closest to them, 
    as well as my own investigations and observations.

  

By early 1968, I eventually decided it was time to stop talking, quit researching, and settle down and get all the material into some sort of shape. I had so much that I did not really know where to begin, or what was important and what would turn out to be utterly trivial.

The first version came to two volumes, then I hacked it down by about 50 per cent to get it to a reasonable size, leaving out lots of interesting material, photographs and documents. My next job, as I had lumbered myself with the title of 'authorized' biographer, was to get agreement from all the main characters in the story. That was when my problems really began.

First, I had to let the Beatles read what I had written. I had carefully worded the contract with them so that they could change any 'factual' mistakes. This always causes great trouble for any writer working with the cooperation of living people. You can never tell which bits might upset people. Usually, it is something minor, a remark in passing which hurts for some reason, not the bits you most expect to have problems with. At first, they don't usually tell you what has caused offence, going on generally about the 'tone' not being right, or it being not as 'deep' as they had expected. Then when you get out of them precisely what they don't like, it is usually fairly easy to put right.

I had naturally not given full details of what precisely had happened in the dressing rooms on tours, about the girls queuing up, begging for their favours. I think any reader over the age of 15, even in 1968, must have been well aware of what really happened, but no one spelled it out in those days. Groupies are a cliché today, and we know all about their excesses. The Beatles were no different from any other group. They just had more to pick from. It was the job of the road managers to say you, you and you, and you five minutes later. In 1968, three of the four Beatles were happily married, as far as the outside world was aware, and the other had a regular girlfriend. The wives, naturally, did not want such things mentioned, nor did the Beatles.

However, I had included quite a few references to drugs, including them taking LSD, which was rather daring for 1968, though I always referred to it in the past, sometimes saying that of course they did not take pot now, though I'm sure I made the truth fairly obvious.

It took me quite some time to get any reaction, as they all found reading books rather hard. Then to my delight each in turn said they had no complaints, no objections, and they agreed to everything going in. I think Paul had some minor factual mistakes, people's names I had spelled wrongly, though I now can't remember what they were.

George was the only one who rang me with any serious comments. He wanted more about the Indian stuff and thought I had not taken him seriously enough, or his philosophies, and wanted some bits explained better. I did what he asked, although trying not to add to the length of the book.

I was very relieved by their reactions, and my agent started getting copies made for America, then suddenly I got a letter from John. He asked me to take out a derogatory remark about the man his mother Julia later married, a Welshman, by whom she had two daughters, Jackie and Julia, John's stepsisters. He was worried about 'the nasty-minded world' they might be faced with in the future.

He also asked me to make sure Mimi read the book. She was worried SICK about it, so he said. That was what really bothered me. I had easily coped with John's own change, which was minor but I didn't want to have to faff around with any of the parents.

I sent it to Mimi and she had hysterics. The chapter about his childhood came back with almost every paragraph heavily crossed out or amended. In the margins she had written beside John's own quotes such things as 'Rubbish', 'Never!'

She denied so many of John's own memories of his childhood, especially if they contradicted her memories of the same people or events. She was against his use of bad language, as she maintained John had never sworn when he was little, and didn't want stories about him stealing.

Some of her comments, in the margins, were quite witty. I had quoted John as saying that he had to practise his guitar behind Mimi's back at home and that she made him stand in the glass porch to play. Above this line Mimi had written 'This wicked woman'. Another time, she added a story about Julia and the new husband, and how they really regarded John, writing it out in the margin, then asking me not to print it, as John had never been told.

She also added some useful comments about the day that John first met Paul, at the Woolton Parish Fête, when John had dressed up as a real Teddy Boy for the first time.

'It was the first time I saw him with others playing,' so Mimi wrote. 'It was a bombshell and a shock. Had no idea he would be there. It was forced home to me that day that I had been fighting a losing battle. Even then I would not give in. What a waste of my life and, more important, my health.'

I could understand the desire to protect Julia's two daughters, as they were only teenagers in 1968, and John had been rather bitchy about their father, so I agreed to all that. It was her determination to censor John's account of himself that seemed very unfair.

Most memories of childhood are suspect. It's what different people choose to remember that is interesting. Who had the better memory anyway, Mimi or John? John, by this time, was fed up with the whole subject and insisted I kept her happy at all cost, so I travelled to Bournemouth and went through the offending paragraphs line by line. Some of the bad language was removed and some wilder parts of his stories, and she was eventually pacified.

You will notice in the book that Chapter 1 ends rather limply and abruptly with the phrase 'John was as happy as the day was long'. This was at Mimi's insistence. I gave in, a compromise, in order to keep in most of John's other stories. She thought this would soften them. That was the truth about John's childhood, as she saw it. I was relatively happy, as the other truths were still there as well, so readers could decide for themselves.

The book, when it was published, was greeted as a 'candid' biography by all the critics, on both sides of the Atlantic, and in Europe and Japan, and was even described as 'the frankest authorized biography ever written'. I'll spare you the details. It was, of course, a long time ago and lots of things have happened since then. I was upset, several years later, when John, in an interview, said that my book had been 'bullshit'. This was at the time when he had got into his head that the whole Beatle image was a whitewash. As far as John and my book was concerned, I only had to make minor changes, one to please John, the other to please Mimi.

I then had a lot of trouble with some of their side kicks at Apple, who took it upon themselves to try to alter things elsewhere in the book, on subjects such as drugs. The Beatles by this time had gone off to India, having read and approved the book. Their assistants, left behind in charge of the office, wanted several changes.

I managed, in the main, to fight them off, though I had many agonizing weeks, getting all the necessary approvals, trying to keep track of all the copies, and then the corrected copies, which were flying around. The Beatles themselves, having read their own individual copy, left it lying around at home, or at Abbey Road, or in the Apple office, so everyone was dying to find out if they figured in the book. John, in that letter asking me to make changes, also mentions that 'Dot's heard from Margaret something about her'. Dot was John's housekeeper at the time, and was only mentioned once or twice. As for Margaret, I can't even remember who she was.

I would not like to go through all those weeks again, but the worst was to come. I had forgotten that Brian Epstein had been the one responsible for the main contract, on their behalf. As he was now dead, the Epstein family demanded to see the manuscript. Legally, his mother had inherited his estate. I was therefore technically beholden to Mrs Queenie Epstein, an old lady who knew nothing about the pop world, and, even worse, nothing about Brian's secret life, for the final clearance on the book.

You can imagine what she thought about any suggestions that Brian might be homosexual. She denied it. As far as she was concerned, it wasn't true. I needed her signed agreement. We had by this time sold the American and several other rights, and the buyers naturally wanted to see the legal clearances.

Clive Epstein, Brian's brother, was helpful, though of course he wanted to keep his mother happy. As her beloved son had died only recently, it was thought unseemly to go into all the sordid details of his last couple of years. I hadn't really written much about that and in the end I was persuaded to steer completely clear of his sex life, but I thought I did manage to make it fairly clear at the end of Chapter 15, where I said he had only one girlfriend in his life – and then continued to talk about his unhappy love affairs. I also described him as a 'gay bachelor'. The word was not in such common use in England in those days, but it was enough to let many people know the truth.

Did it matter, Brian's homosexuality? I did regret having to disguise it, as he himself had given me permission to mention it and it has been publicly stated since. With most people, their sex life is not relevant, either way, to their work, although these days many people in public life, at least in the arts and show business, make no effort to hide what sort of people they are. With Brian, I think it did matter and it was a vital clue to his personality, to his death, and also to the birth of his interest in the Beatles.

One of the strangest episodes in all the Beatle sagas is how such a person as Brian Epstein came to be interested in them in the first place. What attracted a public-school, well brought-up, middle-class Jewish boy, a rising businessman who loved Sibelius and had shown not the slightest personal interest in any sort of pop culture? What made him go along to see four scruffy, working-class yobbos in a smelly underground coffee bar? He fancied them. That was one explanation, though I was never able to spell it out. Most of all, he fancied John, jumping around in his leather gear and big cowboy boots. (The gossip, years later, was that he fancied Paul, as Paul was always supposed to be the prettiest Beatle, which couldn't have been further from the truth. He liked them butch and aggressive, even when they didn't like him – often because they didn't like him sexually.)

Brian Epstein gave the Beatles to the world when others more worldly had already passed them by. They created themselves, their music and their performances; but in the wrong hands – nasty, grasping, short-term hands – their national launching would have been very different. According to popular theory, Brian was simply a very smart Jewish businessman. He'd seen the money in them. In truth, he wasn't a great businessman, as was shown later when many of his deals had to be rearranged. He wasn't materialistic. Brian Epstein loved the Beatles, in every sense of the word. That's all there was to it.

I had one good bit of luck, just as the book was going to press. I suddenly made contact with Freddie Lennon. He first reappeared in about 1964, when the news about John being a Beatle was pointed out to him by a washer-up in a hotel where he was working. As everyone in the Lennon family then refused to see or help him, he disappeared again, after having given a few interviews to various magazines.

John was quite amused by his reappearance, especially when he produced a record, though he knew that Mimi and the rest of the family would never forgive him if he helped Freddie in any way. Freddie, after all, had deserted his wife and child.

In early 1968, I finally tracked Freddie down to a hotel near Hampton Court, not very far from John's home in Weybridge, where he was working as a dish washer.

'I just live my own little life. Happy go lucky, that's me. I like moving on. I don't like the press finding out where I am, you know.'

He was still very upset that a couple of years earlier he arrived, unannounced, at John's house and the door was slammed in his face. I met him several times, and rather warmed to him, and got him to take me through his early life, which made the basis for the first part of Chapter I in the book.

I asked him why he had deserted John and his wife. Freddie himself didn't seem to know. He said he had been very unhappy to lose John, oh yes, it really upset him, especially after the time he spent with him at Blackpool.

'That evening, after John was taken away,' so Freddie told me, 'I was singing at the Cherry Tree pub in Blackpool. I sang the Al Jolson song "Little Pal". I sang the words "Little John" with tears in my eyes.'

I never knew whether to believe half the things Freddie told me, so I didn't put everything in. I had of course no means of checking his own account of his early life, although I think in the book his exaggerations about his own brilliance are pretty clear, especially when he boasted about being 'their best waiter', and Julia's mother loving 'the bones of his body'. Or was this all true?

I told John the stories Freddie had come out with, and how he was living a hand-to-mouth existence once again, going from hotel to hotel, usually in the kitchen, always willing to give any bar audience a few songs, in the hope of enough money to buy a drink.

Some of his stories sparked off other memories in John's mind, bringing back vague recollections of things Julia had told him about her early married days to Freddie. 'I think they did have some good times together,' said John. 'I don't really hate him now, the way I used to. It was probably Julia's fault as much as his that they parted.

'If it hadn't been for the Beatles, I would probably have ended up like Freddie.'

I remember laughing at this at the time, though there is some truth in it. It is hard to imagine John fitting in with a proper job, or office hierarchy, or even managing to make a living as an artist or designer, not of course that he had passed any of his Art College exams. He would have become bored far too quickly. So he might well have ended up as a bum.

One night, John rang me and asked for Freddie's home number. All I could give him was the hotel, as Fred was sleeping on somebody's floor and didn't have a phone. John didn't want to ring the hotel, so I contacted it, and then went to see Freddie again. I told him John would now like to see him, but it had to be kept a complete secret. If it got out to the press, and worst of all, if Mimi heard, that would be it.

A meeting was fixed up between them and they got on very well. John found Freddie hilarious, which encouraged Freddie to tell even wilder stories about his life and hard times. John started giving Freddie money, shoving wads of it in his hand, and when he discovered he had nowhere to live, he said that Freddie could move in with him for a while.

In the end, John set him up with a flat of his own. Freddie, now he was in the money again, was delighted, and moved into this flat with his 19-year-old girlfriend, who he was going to marry, so he told me.

As a thank-you for bringing them together, Freddie sent me a nice letter and a present of an early photograph of himself. I had been desperate for a photograph of a young Freddie to use in the book, but it arrived too late.

It shows him in a prisoner's uniform, on board ship, holding up his number. Freddie must have been about 40 at the time, the same age as John was when he died. The resemblance is striking.

The book was already at the typist by the time I made contact with Freddie, which was why that first chapter is so staccato and jumpy. I simply poured in as much as I could about Freddie in the quickest possible time.

The book, as a whole, is a rather bumpy read. If I were writing it again now, I would try to improve the style, smooth out the wrinkles, polish the prose, stand back more and try to put things and people and events in perspective. Or would I? Perhaps its virtue is that it is of its time, a firsthand account of an unusual period, an eye witness report on the rise of a phenomenon, then at its height, soon to fall apart, although none of us knew it at the time. Just as well. Hindsight can make us all far too clever.

This is the simple story of the Beatles, exactly as it appeared in 1968. I hope you'll enjoy the show.

Hunter Davies, 2009
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The first publicity photographs of the Beatles put out by Parlophone for their first record, 'Love Me Do' in October 1962.
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Fred Lennon, John's father, was brought up as an orphan. He went to the Bluecoat School in Liverpool, which at that time took in orphan boys. Fred was put into a top hat and tails and when he came out, so he says, he had received a very good education.

He was orphaned in 1921 at the age of nine when his father, Jack Lennon, died. Jack Lennon had been born in Dublin but had spent most of his life in America as a professional singer. He had been a member of an early group of Kentucky Minstrels. After he retired, he returned to Liverpool where Fred was born.

Fred left the orphanage at the age of 15, with his good education and two new suits to get him through life, and became an office boy. 'You might think I'm bigheaded, but I'd only been there a week when the boss sent to the orphanage for three more boys. He said if they had only half the vitality I had, then they'd be all right. They thought I was terrific.'

Terrific or not, by the age of 16 Fred had left office work for the sea. He became a bell boy and eventually a waiter. He says he was their best waiter, but he had no ambition. He was so good that ships wouldn't leave Liverpool unless they had Freddy Lennon on board, so he says.

It was just before he set out for his great career at sea that Fred Lennon started going out with Julia Stanley. The first meeting was just a week after he had left the orphanage.

'It was a beautiful meeting. I was wearing one of my two new suits. I was sitting in Sefton Park with a mate who was showing me how to pick up girls. I'd bought myself a cigarette holder and a bowler hat. I felt that really would impress them.

'There was this little girl we had our eye on. As I walked past her, she said, "You look silly." I said, "You look lovely," and I sat down beside her. It was all innocent. I didn't know anything.

'She said if I was going to sit beside her, I had to take that silly hat off. So I did. I threw it in the lake. I haven't worn a hat from that day to this.'

Fred and Julia went out together, during Fred's spells ashore, for about ten years. He says her mother 'loved the bones of his body' but that her father didn't care for him very much. But he had taught Julia to play the banjo.

'Me and Julia used to play and sing together. We'd have been the tops today. One day she said to me, "Let's go and get married." I said we had to put the banns up and do it properly. She said, "I bet you won't." So I did, just for a joke. It was all a big laugh, getting married.'

The Stanley family didn't think it much of a laugh. 'We knew that Julia was going out with Alfred Lennon,' says Mimi, one of Julia's four sisters. 'He was quite good looking, I'll admit. But we knew he would be no use to anyone, certainly not Julia.'

The marriage had taken place at Mount Pleasant Register Office on 3 December 1938. No parents were present. Fred turned up first, outside the Adelphi Hotel, at ten in the morning. There was no sign of Julia so he went off and tried to borrow a pound from his brother. When he got back, Julia still hadn't turned up so he rang the Trocadero cinema. Julia spent a lot of time at the Trocadero, as she'd always been stage-struck. She never actually worked there, though she put 'cinema usherette' on her marriage certificate, as a joke. 'I spoke to one of her mates at the Troc,' says Fred. 'They all loved me at the Troc. They used to say to me, "If you ever fall out of love with Julia, I'll be waiting."'

Julia did turn up and they spent their honeymoon at the cinema. Afterwards, Julia went back to her home and Fred went back to his. The next day Fred got on a ship and went off to the West Indies for three months.

Julia stayed at home with her parents, which was where Fred also lived on his trips back home over the next year. After one trip, Julia found that she was pregnant. It was the summer of 1940. Liverpool was under heavy bombing. No one knew where Fred Lennon was.

Julia was admitted to the Maternity Hospital in Oxford Street to have her baby. He was born during a heavy air raid on 9 October 1940, at 6.30 in the evening and he was called John Winston Lennon. Winston was the result of a momentary fit of patriotism. Mimi, who saw the baby 20 minutes after he was born, chose the name John.

'The minute I saw John,' says Mimi, 'that was it. I was lost for ever. A boy! I couldn't get over it. I went on and on about him, almost forgetting Julia. She said, "All I've done is have him."'

When John was 18 months old, Julia went down to the shipping office one day to pick up her money from Fred, which somehow had been coming through. She was told the money had stopped. 'Alfred had deserted ship,' says Mimi. 'No one knew what had happened to him.' He did reappear, but Mimi says that was really the end of the marriage, though they didn't separate until a year or so later.

'Julia eventually met another man who she wanted to marry,' says Mimi. 'It would have been difficult to take John along as well, so I took John. I wanted him, of course, but it did seem the best thing to do. All he needed was a firm anchor and a happy home life. He already looked upon my house as a second home anyway. Both Julia and Fred wanted me to adopt him. I've got letters from them saying so. But I could never get them both down to the office together to sign the forms.'

Fred Lennon's version of his 'desertion' and what happened to his marriage is naturally a bit different. He was in New York when the war broke out and heard he was to be transferred to a liberty ship as an assistant steward instead of a head waiter. 'It meant I would lose my rating. I didn't mind getting involved in the war, but I couldn't put up with losing my rating, could I? The captain of the passenger ship I'd been working on advised me what to do. He said, "Freddy, go and get drunk and miss your boat."'

This is what Fred did, and he ended locked up on Ellis Island. He was told again to join a liberty ship. Fred said he wanted to be head waiter on the Queen Mary. He was at last marched on to a liberty ship, heading for North Africa. When they arrived there, Fred was put in jail.

'One of the cooks on board had said to me one day, go and get a bottle from his room. I was drinking it when the police arrived. I was supposed to have broached the cargo. I hadn't. It had all happened before I got on board, but the whole crew got off, except me. Stealing by finding, that was what it was. I defended myself, but it didn't do no good.'

Fred spent three months in jail. Naturally, he says, his money to Julia stopped. He hadn't any to send her, but he did send her some letters. 'She loved my letters. I said to her, there's a war on, go out and enjoy yourself, pet. That was the biggest mistake of my life. She started enjoying herself and met someone else. And I'd told her to.'

John has vague memories of his days living with the Stanleys, being looked after by his mother while Fred was at sea, although he could not have been more than four years old at the time. 'One day my grandad took me for a walk to the Pier Head. I had a new pair of shoes on and they hurt me all the way. My grandad slit the heels with a penknife so they would be comfortable.'

He did get the impression from his mother that she and Fred had had some happy times. 'She told me about them always larking around and laughing. I think Fred must have been popular. He used to send us ship's concert lists with his name on singing "Begin the Beguine".'

Julia, according to her sisters, was always singing as well. 'She was gay, witty and full of fun,' says Mimi. 'She never took life or anything seriously. Everything was funny, but she couldn't see into people until it was too late. She was more sinned against than sinning.'

Fred went back to sea again, after Julia had gone to live permanently with the new man, and John went with Mimi. During one leave Fred decided to go and visit John at Mimi's house. 'I rang up from Southampton and spoke to John on the phone. He must have been getting on for five by then. I asked him what he was going to be when he grew up, that sort of thing. He spoke lovely English. When I heard his scouse accent years later, I was sure it must be a gimmick.'

Fred arrived in Liverpool, worried sick, so he says, about John, and went to visit Mimi. 'I asked John how he'd like to go to Blackpool and go on the fair and play in the sea and the sand. He said he'd love it. I asked Mimi if I could. She said she couldn't refuse. So I set off with John for Blackpool – intending never to come back.'

Fred and the five-year-old John spent some weeks in Blackpool, staying with a friend of Fred's. 'I had bags of money at the time. You couldn't go wrong in those days, just after the war. I was on lots of rackets, mainly bringing back black market stockings. They're probably still selling the stuff in Blackpool I brought over.'

The friend he was staying with in Blackpool was planning to emigrate to New Zealand. Fred decided to go with him. All the preparations were made, when one day Julia arrived at the door.

'She said she wanted John back. She'd now got a nice little home and decided she wanted him. I said I was now so used to John I was going to take him to New Zealand with me. I could tell she still really loved me. I said why didn't she come with me? We could start again? She said no. All she wanted was John. So we argued and I said, well, let John decide.

'I shouted to John. He runs out and jumps on my knee. He clings to me, asking if she's coming back. That's obviously what he really wanted. I said no, he had to decide whether to stay with me or go with her. He said me. Julia asked again, but John still said me.

'Julia went out of the door and was about to go up the street when John ran after her. That was the last I saw of him or heard of him till I was told he'd become a Beatle.'

John went back to Liverpool with Julia but not to stay with her. It was his Aunt Mimi who wanted him back. He moved in, for good this time, with Mimi and her husband George at their semidetached house in Menlove Avenue, Woolton, Liverpool.

'I never told John about his father and mother,' says Mimi. 'I just wanted to protect him from all that. Perhaps I was overanxious. I don't know. I just wanted him to be happy.'

John is very grateful to Mimi for what she did. 'She was obviously very good to me. She must have been worried about the conditions I was brought up in and must have been always on at them to think about me, telling them to make sure the kid's safe. As they trusted her, they let her have me in the end, I suppose.'

John soon settled down with Mimi. She brought him up as her son. She was a disciplinarian and stood no nonsense, but she never hit him or shouted at him. She considers this a sign of weakness in a parent. Her worst punishment was to ignore him. 'He always hated that. "Don't 'nore me, Mimi," he used to say.'

But Mimi allowed his personality to develop. 'We were always an individual family. Mother never believed in being conventional, and neither do I. She never wore a wedding ring all her life and neither have I. Why should I?'

But Uncle George, who ran the family dairy business, was the weak link, if John wanted to be spoiled. 'I used to find notes John had left under George's pillow. "Dear George, will you wash me tonight and not Mimi." Or "Dear George, will you take me to Woolton Pictures."'

Mimi allowed John only two outings of that sort a year – one to the Christmas Pantomime at the Liverpool Empire and the other to a Walt Disney film in the summer. But there were smaller treats, such as Strawberry Fields, a local Salvation Army children's home which each summer had a big garden party. 'As soon as we could hear the Salvation Army band starting, John would jump up and down shouting, "Mimi, come on. We're going to be late."'

John's first school was Dovedale Primary. 'The headmaster, Mr Evans, told me this boy's as sharp as a needle. He can do anything, as long as he chooses to do it. He won't do anything stereotyped.'

John was reading and writing after only five months at school, with the help of his Uncle George, though his spelling was funny, even then. Chickenpox was always chicken pots. 'He went on holiday to my sister's in Edinburgh once and sent me a postcard saying "Funs are getting low." I've still got it.'

Mimi wanted to take John back and forward to Dovedale School herself, but he wouldn't allow it. After only his third day, he said she was making a show of him and she hadn't to come any more. So she had to content herself by walking secretly behind him out of school, keeping about 20 yards behind, shadowing him to see that he was all right.

'His favourite songs were "Let Him Go, Let Him Tarry" and "Wee Willy Winkie". He had a good voice. He used to sing in the choir at St Peter's, Woolton. He always went to Sunday School and was later confirmed when he was 15 of his own free will. Religion was never forced on him but the inclination was there until he was a teenager.'

Until the age of 14, Mimi gave him only five shillings a week pocket money. 'I tried to teach him the value of money, but it never worked.' To get any extra money, John had to work for it by helping in the garden. 'He always refused to, until he was really desperate. We'd hear the shed door being furiously opened, then he'd get the lawn mower out and race across a few feet of the lawn at about 60 miles an hour, then storm in for his money. But money didn't really mean anything to him. He didn't care about it. He was always generous beyond belief when he had any.'

John started writing his own little books when he was about seven. Mimi still has bundles of them. His first series was called 'Sport Speed and Illustrated. Edited and Illustrated by J. W. Lennon'. It contained jokes, cartoons, drawings, pasted-in photographs of film stars and footballers. It had a serial story which ended each week with 'If you liked this, come again next week, it'll be even better.'

'I was passionate about Alice in Wonderland and drew all the characters. I did poems in the style of the Jabberwocky. I used to live Alice, and Just William. I wrote my own William stories, with me doing all the things.

'When I did any serious poems, like emotional stuff later on, I did it in secret handwriting, all scribbles, so that Mimi couldn't read it. Yes, there must have been a soft soul under the hard exterior.

'Wind in the Willows, I loved that. After I'd read a book, I'd relive it all again. That was one reason why I wanted to be the gang leader at school. I'd want them all to play the games that I wanted them to play, the ones I'd just been reading.'

As a little boy, he had golden hair and looked very like his mother's side of the family. People always mistook him for Mimi's real son, which she liked. If they were strangers, she never contradicted them.

Mimi was very protective, looking after him all the time, trying not to let him mix with what she called common boys.

'I was coming down Penny Lane one day and saw this crowd of boys in a ring, watching two boys fighting. "Just like those common scruffs," I said. They were from another school, not John's. Then they parted and out came this awful boy with his coat hanging off. To my horror, it was Lennon.

'John always liked me telling him that story. "Just like you, Mimi. Everybody else is always common," he used to say.'

In his playing, with kids around the neighbourhood, Mimi says he always had to be the boss. But at school it was much more serious. He had his own gang, which led to brawls and physical fights with everyone, just to prove he was the best. Ivan Vaughan and Pete Shotton, his two closest friends at school, say he seemed to be perpetually fighting.

Mimi quite approved of these two friends, as they both lived locally, in the same sort of semis, but not of some of the others.

'I did fight all the way through Dovedale, winning by psychological means if ever anyone looked bigger than me. I threatened them in a strong enough way that I would beat them, so they thought I could.

'I used to go thieving with this kid, pinching apples. We used to ride on the bumpers of tram cars in Penny Lane and ride miles without paying. I'd be shitting myself all the time, I was so scared.

'I was the king pin of my age group. I learned lots of dirty jokes very young, there was this girl who lived near who told me them.

'The sort of gang I led went in for things like shoplifting and pulling girls' knickers down. When the bomb fell and everyone got caught, I was always the one they missed. I was scared at the time, but Mimi was the only parent who never found out.

'Other boys' parents hated me. They were always warning their kids not to play with me. I'd always have smart-alec answers if I met them. Most of the masters hated me like shit.

'As I got older, we'd go on from just stuffing rubbish like sweets in our pockets from shops, and progressed to getting enough to sell to others, like ciggies.'

On the surface, his environment at home with the loving, kind, but firm Mimi, seemed good enough. But although she never told him about himself, there were the vague memories of the past in his mind and also, as he grew older, more and more unanswered questions which worried him.

'On Julia's visits, he did once or twice ask me things,' says Mimi. 'But I didn't want to tell him any details. How could I? He was happy. It would have been wrong to say your father's no good and your mother's found someone else. John was so happy, singing all the time.'

John remembers beginning to ask Mimi and being always given the same sort of answers. 'Mimi told me my parents had fallen out of love. She never said anything directly against my father and mother.

'I soon forgot my father. 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 for a long time that she was living no more than five or ten miles away.

  'My mother came to see us one day in a black coat with her 
    face all bleeding. She'd had some sort of accident. I couldn't face it. I 
    thought, that's my mother in there, bleeding. I went out into the garden. 
    I loved her, but I didn't want to get involved. I suppose I was a moral coward. 
    I wanted to hide all feelings.'

John might have thought that he was stifling all his worries and feelings, but Mimi and his other three aunts – Anne, Elizabeth and Harriet – say that to them John was completely open and sunny-natured. They say that John was as happy as the day was long.
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Quarry Bank High School, when John started there in 1952, was a small suburban grammar school in Allerton, Liverpool, not far from Mimi's house. It was founded in 1922. It's not as big or as well known as the Liverpool Institute in the middle of the city, but it still has a good reputation. Two of its old boys went on to become Labour government ministers – Peter Shore and William Rodgers.

Mimi was pleased that he was at a local grammar school, rather than one in the city. She thought she would be able to keep an eye on him. Pete Shotton went with him to Quarry but his other close friend, Ivan Vaughan, went instead to the Institute, much to his relief. He was the only academic one of John's gang. He knew that going with John would make all school work impossible. But he was still accepted as a member of John's gang after school hours. Ivan began to bring boys back from his school to join John's gang. 'The first one I brought was Len Garry. But I didn't bring many. I was always very selective about people I brought to meet John.'

John has a clear image of his first day at Quarry. 'I looked at all the hundreds of new kids and thought, Christ, I'll have to fight all my way through this lot, having just made it at Dovedale.

'There was some real heavies there. The first fight I got in I lost. I lost me nerve when I got really hurt. Not that there was much real fighting. I did a lot of swearing and shouting, then got a quick punch. If there was a bit of blood, then you packed in. After that, if I thought someone could punch harder than me, I said OK, we'll have wrestling instead.

'I was aggressive because I wanted to be popular. I wanted to be the leader. It seemed more attractive than just being one of the toffees. I wanted everybody to do what I told them to do, to laugh at my jokes and let me be the boss.'

He was caught with an obscene drawing in his first year. 'That really set me up with the masters.' Then Mimi found an obscene poem he'd written. 'She found it under my pillow. I said I'd just been made to write it out for another lad who couldn't write very well. I'd written it myself, of course. I'd seen these poems around, the sort you read to give you a hard on. I'd wondered who wrote them, and thought I'd try one myself.

'I suppose I did try to do a bit of school work at first, as I often did at Dovedale. I'd been honest at Dovedale, if nothing else, always owning up. But I began to realize that was foolish. They just got you. So I started lying about everything.'

From then on, after the first year, it was Lennon and Shotton versus the rest of the school, refusing all discipline or imposed ideas. Pete thinks that without John as his permanent ally he might have gone under and been forced to follow the school line, though John probably wouldn't have done. 'But with two of you,' says Pete, 'it's a lot easier to stick to what you believe in. When you've had a bad time, there's someone to laugh with. It was laughs all the time. We never stopped, all the way through school. It was great.'

Pete says most of their escapades don't sound as funny in retrospect, but they still make him laugh when he thinks about them.

'We must have been very young this first time when we had to go to a senior master for having done something bad. He was sitting at his desk writing when we came in and made me and John stand either side of him. As he was sitting down there, telling us off, John started tickling the hairs on his head. He was almost bald, but with a few wisps across the top. He couldn't understand what was tickling him and kept on putting his hand up to rub his bald head as he was telling us off. It was terrible. I was doubled up. John was literally pissing himself. Really. It started to run down his trousers. He had short trousers on, that's why I know we must have been pretty young at the time. The piss was dripping on to the floor and the master was looking round and saying, "What's that? What's that?"'

John had a gift for art which he always managed to do well, despite everything else. Pete in turn was good at maths. John was jealous of Pete's interest in maths, which he could never do, and always tried to spoil it for Pete.

'He tried to ruin my concentration by putting drawings in front of me. Some were obscene, but they were mostly just funny and I'd burst out. "Look at Shotton, sir," the rest of the class would shout as I was in hysterics.

'If I had to stand at the front of the class for some reason, when the master had his back to everyone, John would stand up and hold up a drawing behind the master's back for me to see. I'd no chance. I couldn't stop laughing at him.'

Even when they were up before the head for their very first caning, John was still unoverawed by authority, or appeared to be.

'John had to go in first while I waited outside the head's door. I was in agony, all uptight, worrying what was going to happen to me. I seemed to wait hours, but it was probably only a few minutes. Then the door opened and John came out – crawling on the floor on his hands and knees, giving great exaggerated groans. I burst out at once. I hadn't realized at first that the head had two sets of doors. John was crawling out of the lobby place where no one could see him from inside. I had to go into the head next, still with a smile on my face, which of course they never like.'

John got steadily worse from year to year. By the third year, having started near the top of the first form, he had been demoted to the B stream. His reports contained remarks like: 'Hopeless. Rather a clown in class. A shocking report. He is just wasting other pupils' time.' There was a gap for parents to add their comments. On this one, Mimi wrote: 'Six of the best.'

Mimi kept on at him all the time at home, but she didn't know how badly he was doing or how uncooperative he was at school.

'I only got one beating from Mimi. This was for taking money from her handbag. I was always taking a little, for soft things like Dinkies, but this day I must have taken too much.'

He was becoming closer to his Uncle George all the time. 'We got on fine. He was nice and kind.' But, in June 1953, when John was almost 13, Uncle George had a haemorrhage and died. 'It happened quite suddenly one Sunday,' says Mimi. 'He hadn't had a day's illness in his working life. John had been very close to him. In any little rows John and I had, George had always been John's friend. They went out a lot together. I was often jealous when they had good times. I think John was very shocked by George's death, but he never showed it.'

'I didn't know how to be sad publicly,' says John, 'what you did or said, so I went upstairs. Then my cousin arrived and she came upstairs as well. We both had hysterics. We just laughed and laughed. I felt very guilty afterwards.'

Around the time of Uncle George's death someone else was becoming more and more important in John's life – his mother Julia. She had always kept in touch with Mimi, though Mimi told John very little about her. She was obviously fascinated to see him growing up, developing, becoming a personality. And John, now that he was a teenager, was even more fascinated by her. She had by then two daughters by the man she had gone to live with.

'Julia gave me my first coloured shirt,' says John. '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. But he was allright really.

'Julia became a sort of young aunt to me, or a big sister. As I got bigger I had more rows with Mimi. I used to go and live with Julia for a weekend.'

Both Pete Shotton and Ivan Vaughan, John's two constant friends, have very vivid memories of Julia becoming important in John's life and the effect she had on them all.

Pete remembers starting to hear about Julia when they were in about the second or third year at Quarry Bank. By then they were both constantly being warned about the terrible things that lay ahead of them. Pete's parents and John's Aunt Mimi were always warning them. But they laughed at these warnings, on their own. Then Julia came along and laughed with them openly at masters, mothers and everyone.

'She was great,' says Pete. 'A groove. She'd just say forget it, when we'd tell her what was going to happen to us. We loved her. She was the only one who was like us. She told us the things we wanted to hear. She did everything for laughs, just like us.'

Julia was living in Allerton and they often went to visit her after school. Sometimes she came to see them. 'We met her once with a pair of knickers over her head like a headscarf. The knicker legs hung down over the back of her shoulder. She pretended she didn't realize when people stared at her. We just fell over.

'Another time we were walking up the street with her and she was wearing a pair of spectacles with no glass in. She would meet people and they wouldn't realize. As she was talking to them, she'd put her fingers through the glasses to rub her eye. People would stare in amazement.'

Ivan thinks it was Julia who helped to make John a rebel. She encouraged what was there, laughed at everything he did, while Mimi had been strict with him, though no more than most mothers, trying to make sure he didn't smoke or drink. Mimi had to give way a bit, but he naturally preferred Julia, which was why he was always going away to stay with her. She had been the black sheep, at least the wild one in her family. She wanted John, who was like her anyway, to be the same.

John was by now in 4C, his first time in a C stream, the bottom stream. 'I was really ashamed this time, being with the thick lads. The B stream wasn't bad, because the A stream had all the drips. I started cheating in exams as well. But it was no good competing with all the mongols and I did as badly as ever.'

Pete Shotton also came down each form with him. 'I wrecked his life as well.'

By the final term of the fourth year he dropped right down to 20th in the class, the bottom of the bottom class. 'Certainly on the road to failure,' wrote one master on his report.

In John's fifth year, a new headmaster arrived, Mr Pobjoy. He soon found that Lennon and Shotton were the school's leading troublemakers. But he genuinely seems to have had some contact with John, which most teachers by this time did not. They knew only too well what he was like.

'But he was a thorough nuisance, full of practical jokes. I didn't really understand him. I did cane him once myself, I'm sorry to say. Sorry because I am against corporal punishment. I inherited the system, but soon did away with it.'

Mr Pobjoy was rather surprised when John failed all his O levels. 'I thought he was capable of passing. He only failed them all by one grade, which was probably one of the reasons I helped to get him into the Art College. I knew he was good at art and felt he deserved the chance.'

Mimi went to see the headmaster when John's future was at stake. 'He asked me what I was going to do with him. I said what are you going to do with him. You've had him five years.'

Mimi liked the idea of the Art College, though she probably didn't realize how lucky he was to get in. 'I wanted him to be qualified to earn a living in a proper manner. I wanted him to be something.

'At the back of my mind I was thinking of his father and how he had turned out, but of course I could never say that to John.' Looking back now at his school years John has absolutely no regrets.

'I've been proved right. They were wrong and I was right. They're all still there, aren't they, so they must be the failures.

'They were all stupid teachers, except one or two. I never paid attention to them. I just wanted a cheap laugh. There was only one master who liked my cartoons. He used to take them home to his digs with him.

'They should give you time to develop, encourage what you're interested in. I was always interested in art and came top for many years, yet no one took any interest.

'I was disappointed at not getting Art at GCE, but I'd given up. All they were interested in was neatness. I was never neat. I used to mix all the colours together. We had one question which said do a picture of "Travel". I drew a picture of a hunchback, with warts all over him. They obviously didn't dig that.

'But I'd say I had a happy childhood. I came out aggressive, but I was never miserable. I was always having a laugh.

'It was all imagining I was Just William really.'

Towards the end of his days at school, John had become interested in pop music, although pop music was something that Mimi had always discouraged. She never liked him singing pop songs which as a little boy he picked up from the radio.

John had no musical education or training of any sort. But he did teach himself to play the mouth organ, after a fashion. Uncle George had bought him a cheap mouth organ.

'I would have sent him to music lessons,' says Mimi, 'the piano or violin, when he was very young. But he didn't want that. He couldn't be bothered with anything which involved lessons. He wanted to do everything immediately, not take time learning.

'The only musical encouragement he ever got was from a bus conductor on the way from Liverpool to Edinburgh. We packed him off with his cousins in Edinburgh each year to stay with my sister. He'd got a battered old mouth organ from George and played it all the way there, driving everybody mad, no doubt.

'But the conductor was greatly taken by him. When they got to Edinburgh, he said come down to the bus station tomorrow morning and I'll give you a really good mouth organ. John couldn't sleep that night, and he was down there first thing. It was a real good one as well. John must have been about ten at the time. It was the first encouragement he ever had. That conductor didn't know what he started.'

The sort of pop songs John did listen to, when he listened to any, were by Johnnie Ray and Frankie Laine. 'But I didn't take much notice of them.'

Nobody took much serious notice, at least not boys in Britain of John Lennon's age. Pop music, up to the midfifties, was all somehow remote and had no connection with real life. It all came from America and was produced by very show businessy professionals in lovely suits with lovely smiles who sang lovely ballads, mainly for shop girls and young mums.

Then three things happened. On 12 April 1954, Bill Haley and his Comets produced 'Rock Around the Clock'. It took a year for it to have any effect on Britain. But when it did, as the theme song in the film Blackboard Jungle, rock and roll hit Britain and cinema seats started to be ripped up.

The second event occurred in January 1956 when Lonnie Donegan produced 'Rock Island Line'. This had little connection with the wild rock music, despite the title. What was new and interesting was the fact that it was played on the sort of instruments anyone could play. Lonnie Donegan popularized skiffle. For the first time, anyone could have a go, with no musical knowledge or even musical talent.

Even the guitar, the hardest instrument in a skiffle group, could be played by anyone who mastered a few simple chords. The other instruments, like a washboard, or tea chest bass, could be played by any idiot.

The third and in a way the most exciting event in pop music in the 1950s and the most influential single person in pop at any time, until the Beatles themselves, was Elvis Presley. He also appeared in the early part of 1956. By May his 'Heartbreak Hotel' was top of the charts in 14 different countries.

In a way it was obvious that someone like Elvis should happen. You just had to look at Bill Haley in the flesh, podgy, middle-aged looking and definitely unsexy, to realize that this new exciting music, rock'n'roll, eventually had to have an exciting singer to go with it.

Rock was the music that excited all kids. Elvis was the exciting singer singing the exciting songs. 'Nothing really affected me until Elvis,' says John.

All the Beatles, like millions of boys of the same age, were affected. They all have the same sort of memories, of groups springing up in every class at school and in every street at home. There were overnight about a hundred dances in Liverpool with skiffle groups queuing up to perform. It was the first time for generations that music wasn't the property of musicians. Anyone could get up and have a go. It was like giving painting sets to monkeys. Some of them were bound to produce something good sometime.

John Lennon didn't have a guitar or any instrument when the craze first began. He took a guitar off a boy at school one day but found he couldn't play it, so he gave it back. But he knew that his mother, Julia, could play the banjo, so he went to see her. She bought him a secondhand guitar for £10. It had on it 'guaranteed not to split'. He went for a couple of lessons, but never learned. Instead Julia taught him some banjo chords. The first tune he learned was 'That'll Be The Day'.

He had to practise behind Mimi's back at home. She made him stand in the glass porch at the front, playing and singing to himself. 'The guitar's all right, John,' Mimi used to tell him, ten times a day. 'But you'll never make a living with it.'

'We eventually formed ourselves into a group from school. I think the bloke whose idea it was didn't get in the group. We met in his house first time. There was Eric Griffiths on guitar, Pete Shotton on washboard, Len Garry, Colin Hanton on drums and Rod on banjo.

'Our first appearance was in Rose Street – it was their Empire Day celebrations. They all had this party out in the street. We played from the back of a lorry. We didn't get paid or anything.

'We played at blokes' parties after that, or weddings, perhaps got a few bob. But mostly we just played for fun.'

They called themselves the Quarrymen, naturally enough. They all wore Teddy Boy clothes, had their hair piled high and sleeked back like Elvis. John was the biggest Ted of all, which was another reason why mothers warned their sons about him, once they saw him or even when they didn't see him but just heard the stories.

In these first months of the Quarrymen in late 1956, when John was supposedly sticking in hard at school, it was all very halfhearted and irregular. They wouldn't play for weeks. People were always coming and going, depending on who turned up at the party, or who wanted to have a go.

'It was all just a joke,' says Pete Shotton, 'setting up a group. Skiffle was in, so everybody was trying to do something. I was on washboard because I had no idea about music. I was John's friend, so I had to be in.'

With John being the leader, there were constant rows, which also led to people leaving. 'I used to row with people because I wanted them out. Once you had a fight, that was the end and you had to leave the group.' One regular was Nigel Whalley, who played now and again but mainly tried to get them dates, acting as a manager.

Over at the Liverpool Institute, the same sort of thing was happening, groups growing up like mushrooms, though Ivan Vaughan had brought Len Garry over from the Institute into John's group. It seemed to go down well.

On 6 July 1957, he took along another friend from his school to meet John. 'I knew this was a great fellow,' says Ivan. 'I only ever brought along great fellows to meet John.'

The occasion for the meeting was the Church Fête at Woolton Parish Church, not far from John's house. He knew the people there and had got them to let his group perform.

Ivan had talked a lot at his school about John and his group. He knew that his friend was interested in that sort of thing, though Ivan himself wasn't.

'Mimi had said to me that day that I'd done it at last,' says John. 'I was now a real Teddy Boy. I seemed to disgust everybody that day, not just Mimi.

'I was looking the other day at the photograph of myself taken at Woolton that day. I look such a youthful young lad.'

What happened that day is a bit cloudy to John. He got drunk, though he was still several years under age. Others remember it very well, especially the friend Ivan brought along – Paul McCartney.

'That was the day,' says John, 'the day that I met Paul, that it started moving.'
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Paul was born James Paul McCartney on 18 June 1942, in a private ward of Walton Hospital, Liverpool, the only Beatle to be born in such luxury. His family were ordinary working class and it was the height of the war. But Paul arrived in state because his mother had at one time been the sister in charge of the maternity ward. She was given the star treatment when she went back to have Paul, her first baby.

His mother, Mary Patricia, had given up hospital work just over a year previously, when she'd married his father, and had become a health visitor. Her maiden name was Mohin and, like her husband, she was of Irish extraction.

Jim McCartney, Paul's father, began his working life at 14 as a sample boy at A. Hannay and Co., cotton brokers and merchants in Chapel Street, Liverpool. Unlike his wife, Jim McCartney was not a Catholic. He has always classed himself as an agnostic. He was born in 1902, one of three boys and four girls.

It was considered very lucky when he left school and got a job in cotton. The cotton industry was at its height and Liverpool was the centre of its importation to the Lancashire mills. Getting into cotton, you were reckoned settled for life.

As a sample boy Jim McCartney got six shillings a week. He had to run round prospective buyers letting them see bits of cotton they were interested in buying. Hannay's imported the cotton, graded it and classified it, then sold it to the mills.

Jim did well at the job and at the age of 28 he was promoted to cotton salesman. This was considered a big success for an ordinary lad. Cotton salesmen usually had more of a middle-class background. Jim was always neat and dapper with a gentle open face.

When he got his big promotion, they put him up to £250 a year. Not a great salary, but reasonable.

Jim was too young for the First World War and too old for the Second, although with the use of only one ear – he broke an eardrum falling off a wall when he was ten – he would not have been liable anyway. But he was liable for some sort of war work. When the Cotton Exchange closed for the war, they sent him to Napiers, the engineering works.

In 1941, at the age of 39, he got married. They moved into furnished rooms in Anfield. Jim was working at Napiers during the day and firefighting at night when Paul was born. He was able to go in and out of the hospital as he liked, instead of during the normal visiting hours, as his wife had worked there.

'He looked awful, I couldn't get over it. Horrible. He had one eye open and he just squawked all the time. They held him up and he looked like a horrible piece of red meat. When I got home I cried, the first time for years and years.'

Despite his wife's medical work, he'd never been able to suffer illness of any sort. The smell of hospitals made him nervous, a fear he has passed on to Paul.

'But the next day he looked more human. And every day after that he got better and better. He turned out a lovely baby in the end.'

One day when Paul had been out in the garden at home, his mother discovered some specks of dust on his face and said they must move. The work at Napiers on the Sabre engines was counted as working for the Air Force so through that Jim was able to get a house on the Knowlsely Estate, Wallasey. They were council houses, but some were reserved for Air Ministry workers. 'We used to call them half houses, they were such small, diddy houses, with bare bricks inside. But it was better than furnished rooms with a young baby.'

His work at Napiers came to an end before the war finished and he was moved to a job in Liverpool Corporation Cleansing Department, as a temporary inspector, going round making sure the dustbin men did their job properly.

Jim got little money with the corporation and his wife went back to health visiting for a while, till the birth of her second child, Michael, in 1944.

But she never really liked health visiting as much as nursing. It was too much nine to five, like an office job. So eventually she went back to midwifery. She took two domiciliary midwife jobs, which meant living on large estates and looking after all the mothers-to-be in that one area. There was a council house thrown in with the job. The first post was in Western Avenue, Speke, and the second in Ardwick Road. She was called out every night.

Jim says she worked far too hard, more than she should have done, but she was always over-conscientious.

Paul's earliest memory, probably from around the age of three or four, is of his mother. He remembers someone coming to the door and giving her a plaster dog. 'It was out of gratitude for some delivery she had done. People were always giving her presents like that.

'I have another memory, of hiding from someone, then hitting them over the head with an iron bar. But I think the plaster dog was the earliest.'

One of his other early memories of his mother is when she was trying to correct his accent. 'I talked real broad, like all the other kids round our way. When she told me off, I imitated her accent and she was hurt, which made me feel very uptight.'

Paul started primary school – Stockton Wood Road Primary – when they were living in Speke. His mother decided against a Roman Catholic one as she had seen too many as a health visitor and didn't like them. Michael soon followed at the same one. 'I remember the headmistress saying how good the two boys were with younger children,' says Jim, 'always sticking up for them. She said Michael was going to be a leader of men. I think this was because he was always arguing. Paul did things much quieter. He had much more nous. Mike stuck his neck out. Paul always avoided trouble.'

When the school became overcrowded, they were moved out to another primary school in the country, Joseph Williams Primary School at Gateacre.

Paul perfected his quiet diplomacy even more as he got older, still always doing things quietly – like his mother – instead of noisily like Michael.

'I was once hitting Michael for doing something,' says Jim. 'Paul stood by shouting at Mike, "Tell him you didn't do it and he'll stop." Mike admitted he had done it, whatever it was. But Paul was always able to get out of most things.'

'I was pretty sneaky,' says Paul. 'If I ever got bashed for being bad, I used to go into their bedroom when they were out and rip the lace curtains at the bottom, just a little bit, then I'd think, that's got them.'

Paul easily passed the Eleven Plus and went to the Liverpool Institute. This is the best known of Liverpool's grammar schools. It was founded in 1825 as a Mechanics' Institute which is how it got its name. Liverpool Art College, which shares the same building, was part of the Institute until the 1890s. The University of Liverpool also shares the same origins. It became an ordinary boys school, giving up all adult classes, around the turn of the century. Its old boys today include Arthur Askey, James Laver, Lord Justice Morris and the late Sydney Silverman also.

Michael also passed for the Institute but he eventually ended up in the lowest stream. Paul did very well and was always in the top forms.

'Paul was able to do his homework while watching TV,' says Jim. 'I used to tell him not to, that he couldn't possibly do both. But I once asked him exactly what had been on, and he knew, and he'd also done an essay. He was smart enough easily for a university. That was always my intention for him. Get a BA or a BSc behind his name, then he'd be okay. But when he knew what was in my head, Paul tried to stop himself doing well. He was always good at Latin but when I said he'd need the Latin for a university, he started slacking up.'

At the Institute, Paul became about the most sexually precocious boy of his year, knowing what it was all about, or almost, even from his early years.

'I once did this dirty drawing for the class. I was the lad who did them. It was folded so you just saw the head and the feet of a woman, but when you opened it out, she was all naked. The full schoolboy bit, with pubic hair thrown in, not that I had any idea what that looked like. By mistake I left it in the top pocket of my shirt. This was the pocket I used to keep my dinner tickets in and my mother always searched it before washing as I often left some.

'I came home one day and she held it out to me. "Did you do this?" I said no, no, honest, no. I said it was Kenny Alpin, a boy in our class. He must have put it there. "I'd tell you if I'd done it." I kept it up for two days. Then I admitted it. The shame was terrible.'

After the first year, when he got 90 per cent for Latin, he got fed up with school work. 'It was nice and easy that first year. I kept myself clean and eager because it seemed the thing to do. Then it all became woolly. Never once in my school days did anyone ever make it clear to me what I was being educated for, what the point of it was. I know my dad went on about needing certificates and all that, but I never listened to that. You heard it so often. We had masters who just hit you with rulers, or told us a lot of shit about their holiday in Wales or what they did in the army.

'Homework was a right drag. I just couldn't stand staying in on a summer night when all the other kids were out playing. There was a field opposite our house in Ardwick and I could look out the window and see them all having a good time.

'There weren't many other kids from the Institute living round our way. I was called a college pudding, fucking college puddin' was what they said.

'All I wanted was women, money and clothes. I used to do a bit of stealing, things like ciggies. We'd go into empty shops, when the man was in the house part at the back, and take some before he came in. For years, what I wanted out of life was £100. I thought with that I could have a house, a guitar and a car. So, if money had been the scene, I'd have gone wild.'

However, Paul wasn't all that useless at school. In 1953, he got a school prize for an essay – a special Coronation Prize, a book called Seven Queens of England by Geoffrey Trease, published by Heinemann, which he still has. He always got good marks for all his essays. 'I remember a school inspector once asking me how I could write such a technical essay about potholing. I'd heard it all on the earphones in bed. They were marvellous, just lying in bed listening to the radio. Did incredible things to your imagination.'

Jim had rigged up a set of earphones for each of them in bed, as an attempt to get them to bed early, keep them there and stop them from fighting. They did fight a lot, but not more than most brothers. Michael used to call Paul 'Fatty' to annoy him. 'He had been beautiful as a baby, with big eyes and long eyelashes,' says Jim. 'People used to say, "Oh, he'll break all the girls' hearts one of these days."' But as an early teenager, he went through a chubby stage.

The McCartneys moved from Ardwick when Paul was about 13. His mother gave up being a domiciled midwife, though she later went back to being a health visitor.

They got a council house at 20 Forthlin Road, Allerton, where Paul spent all his boyhood from then on. It is in the middle of a low terrace row, a bit poky and insignificant, but neat and clean. Menlove Avenue was now just two miles away.

They hadn't been at Forthlin Road very long – Paul was just 14 – when his mother suddenly started to suffer pains in her breast. They went on for about three or four weeks, coming and going, but she put it down to the menopause. She was then 45. 'It must be the change,' she used to say to Jim. She told various doctors but they agreed that was what it was and told her to forget it. But she kept having them, and more and more seriously.

One day Michael came into the house suddenly and found her crying. He thought it was because he and Paul must have been doing something they shouldn't have been doing. 'We could be right bastards.' But he never asked her what it was. She never told them. But she decided this time to see a specialist. He diagnosed cancer. They operated and she died. It had all happened within a month of first having had any serious pains.

'It just knocked me down,' says Jim. 'I couldn't understand it. It was awful for the boys. Michael especially was still only 12 and very close to her. They didn't break down or anything. It just hit them very slowly.'

'I can't remember the details of the day we were told,' says Michael. 'All I can remember is one of us, I don't remember who, making a silly joke. For months we both regretted it.'

Paul remembers what it was. 'It was me. The first thing I said was, "What are we going to do without her money?"'

But they both cried on their own in bed that night. For days afterwards Paul prayed for her to come back. 'Daft prayers, you know, if you bring her back, I'll be very, very good for always. I thought, it just shows how stupid religion is. See, the prayers didn't work, when I really needed them to.'

The two boys moved out for a few days, during the funeral, to stay with their Aunt Jinny. 'I think Dad didn't want us to see him breaking up,' says Paul. 'It was a bit of a drag at Aunt Jinny's. We both had to sleep in the same bed.'

Jim was left with the biggest problem. He'd never done much in the house, as his wife was so organized. He was now left, at 53, to bring up two boys of 14 and 12, through perhaps their most difficult years. He had money problems as well. His wife as a midwife had made more than him, as Paul had so cruelly mentioned. By 1956, Jim's salary was only £8 a week. Every other working man was at least feeling the beginnings of affluence, but the cotton trade, in which you were supposed to be secure for life, was having a very tough time.

Two of his sisters helped a great deal – Aunt Milly and Aunt Jinny. One of them would come one day a week to Forthlin Road to clean out the house properly. And when the boys were young, they often popped round in the evening to let them in from school.

'The winters were bad,' says Jim. 'The boys had to light the fires themselves when they came home from school. I did all the cooking.

'The biggest headache was what sort of parent was I going to try to be. When my wife had been alive, I'd been the one who chastised them. I delivered the hard stuff when it was needed. My wife had done the soft stuff. If we sent them to bed without their supper, it would be her who took something up to them in bed later, though it would probably be my idea.

'Now I had to decide whether to be a father or a mother or both, or rely on them and just be friends and all help each other.

'I had to rely on them a lot. I would say, "Don't come in when you come home from school unless one of your aunts is here." Otherwise, they would have their friends in and wreck the place.

'I'd come home and find five eggs gone. They wouldn't let on at first, saying they didn't know what had happened to them. Then they'd say, oh yes, we did give the lads a fried egg each.

'By and large, they were quite good. But I missed my wife. It knocked me for six when she died.'

Michael particularly doesn't know how his father managed it. 'We were terrible and cruel. He was bloody marvellous. And all that time without a woman. I can't imagine it. Paul owes a lot to his dad. We both do.'

Both of them used to mock his two pet bits of homespun philosophy. 'Here he comes, with his two 'ations,' they used to say. Jim used to tell them that the two most important things in life were toleration and moderation.

'Toleration is very important,' says Jim. 'They would laugh at people with infirmities, as kids do. I'd explain to them how they wouldn't like it. And moderation, a lot of trouble is caused without that. You're always hearing people say, "I'd string the bugger up," without thinking carefully about what would be the best for someone.'

Jim always did think about what was the best for people. He has a natural charm and courtesy with everyone, but it's not just the salesman's cosy touch, it's much deeper and more genuine than that. In the hands of a less thoughtful or considerate father, they could easily have broken out when their mother died.

From his mother Paul seems to have inherited his capacity for hard work and dedication. He is the sort of person who can always get things done, when he wants to.

In some ways Paul despised school and the whole system of passing on processed rules, as much as John did. But there was a part of him which didn't want to let himself down. He could always turn on the hard work, even in little bursts, enough to get him through. John became completely bolshie and uncooperative. Paul could never be that.

His brother Michael thinks there was one direct result in Paul of their mother's death.

'It was just after mother's death that it started. It became an obsession. It took over his whole life. You lose a mother – and you find a guitar? I don't know. Perhaps it just came along at that time and became an escape. But an escape from what?'
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