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      Paul was always upset about The White Album. He never liked it because on that one, I did my music, he did his, and George did his. He wanted it to be more of a group thing, so he never liked that album. I always preferred it to all the other albums, including Pepper, because I thought the music was better. The Pepper myth is bigger, but the music on The White Album is far superior, I think. I wrote a lot of good stuff on that. I like all the stuff I did and the other stuff as well. I like the whole album.

      John Lennon interview with Peter McCabe and Robert Schonfeld, Regis Hotel, New York – 1971

      

      Twenty songs were written while we were in India, and the other ten we have written since we came back to London. There is no central theme to the songs; they aren’t even about a thing in particular. They’re just songs. They’re not even particularly connected.

      Paul McCartney, All My Loving BBC TV documentary recorded in EMI studios – 23 May 1968

      

      The Beatles can safely afford to be eclectic, deliberately borrowing and accepting any outside influence or idea or emotion, because their own musical ability and personal/spiritual/artistic identity is so strong that they make it uniquely theirs, and uniquely The Beatles. They are so good that they not only expand the idiom but are also able to penetrate it and take it further.

      Jan Wenner, Rolling Stone – 21 December 1968

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      1968 and the winds of change were gathering pace. The first tsunami of psychedelia had swamped the scene, saturating everything in its acid-drenched glow. Everything was bright colours, kaftans, Afghan waistcoats, scarves and swirling paisley. A great surge of euphoria, optimism and possibility was rampant. Experimentation was in. The youth of the day were rising up to overthrow the conservative values of their parents, displacing the grey conformity and class structure with antiestablishment defiance and a radical outlook. This was the 1960s revolution. It shot straight out of the feedback-drenched music and poetic lyrics into art, fashion, design, film, magazines and philosophy. Hedonism was in. All things were possible. The war and rationing were a fading memory. I lost count of the number of times one of the older generation disapprovingly told me that he’d fought a war for the likes of us. Not that we cared. War was a product of the old ways. This was the new age. We had different values. We were doing it differently. Sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll. Keeping it real. The Beatles had already ridden the crest of that psychedelic tsunami with their majestic Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Now was the time for the follow-up.

      The ethnic was in. Hitchhiking was the mode. The whole world opened up. The hippie trail brought back the Moroccan incense, Indian fabrics, new rhythms and instruments. Everything exploded. This was the time of equality and freedom. Careers were discarded. Longhairs had formed a new culture, finding instant recognition, and adopted slang from the jazz world where the black musicians had begun calling themselves ‘Man’ in response to the whites disparagingly calling them ‘Boy’. This was the time of openness and sharing, joints, food and a floor to sleep on, all to the background of our music. This was the time of the album, and of what the media called Adult Orientated Rock, except that it wasn’t adult-orientated at all. It was aimed at us, youth. It expressed our values and feelings. 1967 had been the year of great change. Psychedelia had swept through with Pink Floyd’s The Piper At The Gates of Dawn, Hendrix’s Are You Experienced, Traffic’s Mr. Fantasy and Cream’s Disraeli Gears. Acid rock had stormed in from the West Coast, bringing the strange days of The Doors, Captain Beefheart dropping out, Frank Zappa freaking out, The Byrds being notorious, Love forever changing, Country Joe and the Fish applying electric music for the mind, and Jefferson Airplane taking off. The music had evolved. In the 1950s, rock ‘n’ roll had been viscerally subversive. In the 1960s, that had taken a more sophisticated cerebral direction. Whereas rock ‘n’ roll had been music to madly jive to, psychedelia was music to get stoned with, to lose yourself in its intensity and nuance, to dance expressively, listen intently with friends, or sit with headphones on and absorb the sounds and words. An album had to be pawed over, concentrated on and sucked dry of all that it contained. The cover and liner notes were studied and analysed, the lyric sheet was searched for meaning and the music was internalised through repeated listening. Albums were sacred.

      But by 1968, the rot had started. The tendrils of exploitation were creeping in. Revolution was big business. Money bred excess. The values were already being undermined and trust tested. The casualties were beginning to surface. Reality hit home. In San Francisco in October 1967, they held a march for The Death of Hippie, protesting how the values had become commercialised. The Summer of Love was officially dead. The sharing culture, love, peace, equality and freedom were tainted.

      Incredibly, The Beatles had not only risen with the tide but had adopted a leading role in this revolution. What had started as a standard r&b, rock ‘n’ roll cover band had developed into a highly original teenybop band that had taken the whole world by storm with their energy, originality and effervescent personalities. That might’ve been it if they’d not been so clever, creative, and eager to absorb new ideas and develop. Their infamous meeting with Bob Dylan in August 1964, the experimentation with pot and acid, the delving into Indian music, folk, country, electronic and blues, coupled with their interest in art, fashion and Beat poetry, set them apart. They absorbed and evolved, always enthusiastically pushing the limits. The songwriting became more varied and sophisticated, with greater depth of poetic lyric coupled with expanding musicality. The folkie essence of Beatles For Sale evolved into the harder pop/rock of the Help soundtrack, veering off into greater elaboration with Rubber Soul, which saw the beginning of a new type of songwriting ultimately exploding into full ferocity on Revolver. The Beatles had transitioned. By 1967 – with the help of George Martin and all the possibilities of unlimited studio time and the latest equipment – that transition culminated in the psychedelic masterpiece Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. It set a new standard in writing, performing and complexity. Rock music had come of age, and even the most avant- garde bands were looking to The Beatles to set the standard. Sgt. Pepper was a statement. Drenched in acid, displaying great stylistic range, soaked with the most astounding production techniques, and readily identifying with the new emergent underground scene, it set a new benchmark. The Beatles had matured and aligned themselves with the new counterculture, yet – due to their brilliant songwriting, accessible melodies and pop sensibilities – had still retained their commercial standing and popularity outside of that youth culture. Pepper had become a phenomenon, a revelation. In the first week following the album’s UK release on 26 May 1967, it sold 250,000, staying for 27 weeks at number one in the British charts.

      The thing about The Beatles was that you never knew what to expect. They always surprised you. Each phase was a step forward – a revelation. By the time of Sgt. Pepper, they’d broken new ground. Hendrix, Floyd and the West Coast acid rock had blown the scene open. There was revolution in the air. The counterculture was in full swing. Some of the old bands – like The Rolling Stones, The Who, The Yardbirds and The Pretty Things – had embraced the new sounds and culture. But others – like The Searchers, The Hollies and The Nashville Teens – had been left floundering in the wake. The astounding thing was that The Beatles were still riding the pinnacle of that wave. Even the most outrageous, extreme underground bands – like Captain Beefheart, The Mothers of Invention, Jefferson Airplane and The Doors – looked to The Beatles for ideas (even if they didn’t admit it). A new Beatles album or single was a major event. They never disappointed. Lyrically, poetically, thematically and musically, The Beatles remained right at the forefront of whatever was happening. Their songwriting and production techniques were second to none. Thus it was that in 1968 at the height of the 1960s rebellion, the whole world and I were waiting to see how the group could possibly follow the psychedelic masterpiece that had been Sgt. Pepper. Nobody believed it would be possible to trump the studio extravaganza and instrumentation of that album, which had encapsulated the perfection of that moment in time.

      But, in the time between Pepper and 1968, everything had changed. The world wasn’t the same. The psychedelic scene had largely burnt itself out. The 1960s had begun to crack and splinter, and The Beatles’ lives had been turned upside down. Everything had been blown apart. One can only imagine the pressure-cooker world that The Beatles inhabited. Everything they produced was scrutinised and pulled apart. They were expected to be brilliant, innovative and revolutionary in everything they did but also accessible and loveable. They were walking a tightrope between the underground that they identified with and their more-commercial mainstream audience and media (who controlled the charts), and the group felt they had to satisfy both camps. Fortunately, the quality sufficed to largely meet expectations. Somehow, they had to follow what was widely recognised as the greatest album of all time. Yet, they also had to produce numerous other creative endeavours to fulfil contractual commitments while attempting to live a fruitful personal existence. A lot of things were out of their control. Various forces were operating to pull them apart, and events were to conspire to make their lives a lot more difficult. The Beatles – referred to colloquially as The White Album – was to reflect this in so many ways. There were many twists, turns, rises and falls to be endured before The Beatles could produce that follow-up.
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Above: The Beatles fooling about on the ‘Mad Day Out’ photo session on
28 July 1968. (Don McCullen)






