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      Without going outside his door, one understands all that takes place under the sky; without looking out from his window, one sees the Tao of Heaven. The farther that one goes out from himself, the less he knows. Therefore, the sages got their knowledge without travelling, gave their right names to things without seeing them, and accomplished their ends without any purpose of doing so.

      From the 47th chapter of the Tao Te Ching, credited to Laozi (400 BCE)

      

      Every new Beatles LP moved things onto a new plane of rhythmic sensuality as if we were all ascending from floor to floor in a transparent building that swayed more as we climbed higher.

      From May Week Was In June: Unreliable Memoirs III by Clive James (1990)

      

      One of the greatest of The Beatles’ achievements was the songwriting juggling act they managed for most of their career. Far from moving sequentially from one genre to another (as is sometimes conveniently suggested), the group maintained in parallel their mastery of the traditional, catchy chart hit while simultaneously forging rock and dabbling with a wide range of peripheral influences from Country to vaudeville. What other artist can span the ultimate extremes of ‘All Together Now’ and ‘Revolution 9’?

      From Songwriting Secrets Of The Beatles by Dominic Pedler (2003)
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        Thank you to Nick Jackson and Mark Lewisohn.

      

      

      

      
        
        To the memories of Beryl Bell and Mario Bravin.
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      My journey into the weird world of music began with (what will become) a familiar melody, a harmony that has accompanied my days since my childhood. The Beatles have not only been a band to me, but a constant

      companion, a presence that has marked the most significant moments of my life. From the first notes heard from my dad’s turntable to the discovery of their stories, their intricate songwriting and ‘universal’ songs, every note was a revelation capable of igniting my imagination and making me dream.

      The Beatles have profoundly influenced my growth, shaping my musical tastes and enriching my vision of the world.

      This book is the fruit of the unbreakable bond that I have developed with their music, a tribute to these four lads from Liverpool that has left an indelible mark on my heart.

      Alberto Bravin, Trieste, 2025

      

      Like Alberto, I first heard The Beatles from my father. I remember listening to the Red and Blue albums in the mid-seventies when he bought one of those desk-sized hi-fi systems and some records to play on it. I had most of their albums on vinyl as a student – including a vintage 1965 copy of Rubber Soul, what happened to that, I wonder – and remember buying all of the CD reissues in 1987-1988.

      And then, in about 1993, I placed a small ad in Q or Mojo, looking for a copy of The Beatles At The Hollywood Bowl. A local guy answered and, as part of the deal, he gave (or perhaps sold) me a cassette of several unreleased versions of ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ and the session outtakes for ‘Misery’.

      These must have been copies of the Unsurpassed Masters bootlegs.

      It seemed that there were other live and studio recordings in circulation. I collected them all. This took 25 years. And, in doing so, I gained a new appreciation of those original albums and singles from the 1960s and it’s those that we celebrate in this book.

      Andrew Wild, Rainow, 2025
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      Other than ‘I Me Mine’ and some minor overdubs, The Beatles’ entire EMI/ Apple catalogue was recorded in fewer than seven years: from 4 September 1962 through to 20 August 1969. Twelve albums, twenty-two singles, two standalone EPs, 211 songs.

      That in itself is remarkable enough.

      However, the quality of the music, the rapid development of musical complexity, and the innovations in studio production lifted The Beatles above every other band. It’s impossible to disagree with this statement and if you try, then you’re simply wrong.

      Sometimes, in lesser inspired on-line clickbait, you’ll see lazy articles such as ‘The 10 Worst Beatles Songs Of All Time’. These always seem to include the likes of ‘Maggie Mae’, ‘Wild Honey Pie’, ‘Rocky Raccoon’ and ‘Revolution 9’. And, elsewhere, there will be endless ‘best of’ lists which are, obviously, subjective. See below.

      It’s not unusual for the same song to appear on both ‘best’ and ‘worst’ lists: ‘Within You Without You’, or ‘I Want You (She’s So Heavy)’ or even ‘Here Comes The Sun’. One writer, who we won’t name and shame here, described ‘Yesterday’ as ‘a sickly, mawkish, ubiquitous, unflushable turd’ and writes that ‘I Want You (She’s So Heavy’) ‘alternates between a turgid descending riff that should never have made it past soundcheck, and the most coma-inducing of blues jams. When it finally wraps up, a full eight minutes later, you’ll snap back to consciousness to find you’ve drooled down your front.’

      We disagree, of course.

      True, the Fab Four were not always fab. But that some writers take the time and expend energy to point this out and purposefully dismiss perfect songs such as ‘Yesterday’ merely serves to remind us that, most of the time, The Beatles were unarguably brilliant.

      And then we have the ‘boy band’ theory (‘they are the Backstreet Boys of the early 60s who decided to do drugs and become artists’ – wrong) or that Ringo was a bad drummer (very wrong). Oh, and Paul’s very definitely not dead.

      From a technical point of view, for much of the period covered in this book, The Beatles worked on two-track and four-track recording technology under extreme time pressures. They had to push themselves to be inventive in the time allocated. And, despite these restrictions, or perhaps because of them, they wrote and recorded songs which are still revered. They were the best band in the 1960s, without question.

      We’ve listened to, digested and discussed the entire Beatles back catalogue to remind us why we love their music. It opened our eyes and our ears once again and took us back to why we are still so emotionally invested in this music from sixty or more years ago. Why are these songs still relevant? How do they affect us today?

      Answer: they were bloody good. They still are.
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      The Beatles’ story has been told many times. Even now, it still seems utterly unbelievable.

      It begins in 1956. The impact of Elvis Presley’s on global pop music cannot be underestimated. It was like Presley, just turning 21 when his first RCA single was released and irreparably charismatic, had somehow been beamed down from space.

      ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ was released as the year began, on 27 January. Four months later it had crossed the Atlantic, appearing on the UK charts at number 15 on 17 May 1956. As that song began its climb up the ‘hit parade’, five places below was another called ‘Rock Island Line’ by Scottish-born singer Lonnie Donegan. Donegan can lay claim to inventing ‘skiffle’, a low- budget spin-off from the British post-war jazz scene. Skiffle allowed almost beginners to sing American folk and blues songs with cheap instruments and three chords.

      ‘Rock Island Line’ took over eighteen months to gain traction: it was recorded in July 1954 and burned slowly. In the meantime, rock ‘n’ roll – amplified, up-tempo blues music – began to take hold. Pioneers such as Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Fats Domino and Carl Perkins had their first hits in 1955 with ‘Maybelline’, ‘Tutti Frutti’, ‘Ain’t That A Shame’ and ‘Blue Suede Shoes’. Elvis Presley, who took white country and western and added a black attitude and beat, signed for RCA in 1955, and recorded his first single for them early the following year.

      ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ is dark, echoing, sexy and utterly original. It stayed on the UK charts until the week before the sixteenth birthday of one John Lennon of Liverpool. Lennon had a problematic childhood but was a bright kid, attending grammar school and excelling at art and causing trouble.

      Lennon borrowed a guitar, learned a few chords from his vivacious mother Julia and formed a skiffle group with some school pals which he named The Quarrymen after their school, Quarry Bank. They picked up local gigs whenever they could.

      At one of these, during a church fete in Woolton on 6 July 1957, Lennon was introduced by a mutual friend to another aspiring musician: the just- turned-fifteen James Paul McCartney. As Paul told Record Collector in 1995, ‘I remember John singing a song called ‘Come Go With Me.’ He’d heard it on the radio. He didn’t really know the verses, but he knew the chorus. The rest he just made up himself. I just thought, ‘Well, he looks good, he’s singing well and he seems like a great lead singer to me.’ Of course, he had his glasses off, so he really looked suave. I remember John was good.’

      Lennon’s and McCartney’s paths had crossed previously. Beatles historian Mark Lewisohn suggests that they met, and spoke, outside the shop where Paul did his paper round. This is at 85 Woolton Road, five minutes bike ride from Paul’s home. This cannot be proven for certain, but perhaps explains how Paul was able to summon up the courage to play guitar and sing in front of the older boy at the Woolton Fete. Paul: ‘My memory of meeting John for the first time is very clear. I can still see John now – checked shirt and slightly curly hair. I remember thinking, ‘I wouldn’t mind being in a group with him.’’

      It’s difficult to think of a less likely location for a world-changing event than a suburban church hall, but that’s where Paul McCartney auditioned for The Quarrymen that afternoon. Lennon was impressed by Paul’s ability to play the tricky ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ by Eddie Cochran and his uncanny knack for singing like one of their shared idols, Little Richard.

      John and his best mate Pete Shotton talked about whether to ask Paul to join The Quarry Men. A couple of weeks later Shotton saw Paul riding his bike in Woolton and asked him to join. Their partnership would last just over twelve years, but John Lennon and Paul McCartney together changed the face of popular music.

      Paul’s first gig with The Quarrymen was on 18 October 1957 at the New Clubmoor Hall in the Norris Green area of Liverpool. Recalling later, Paul said:

      

      When I got up on stage at the very first gig, I totally blew it. I had never experienced these things called nerves before … I was playing ‘Guitar Boogie’ and I knew it fine off-stage… but on stage, my fingers all went very stiff and then found themselves underneath the strings instead of on top of them. So I vowed that night that it was the end of my career as the lead guitar player. I just thought I’ll lean back. So me and John kind of both did that around that same time; both became rhythm guitarists.

      

      Their lead guitarist wasn’t too far away, though. George Harrison attended the same school as Paul McCartney, Liverpool Institute High School. George was in the year below Paul (he was nine months younger – he always was 9 months younger than Paul) and they would often share the same bus ride to and from school, talking music and playing guitars. In February 1958, Paul invited George, then aged fifteen, to watch The Quarrymen. George auditioned, and impressed John with his playing, but the band’s leader thought that Harrison was too young. After a month’s persistence, and during a second meeting arranged by Paul, George legendarily played ‘Raunchy’ on the upper deck of a Liverpool bus. The Quarrymen enlisted George Harrison as lead guitarist. A few months later, on 14 July, they recorded two songs at a small studio in Liverpool. ‘That’ll Be The Day’ has the unmistakable twang of John Lennon’s lead vocals. Remarkably, ‘In Spite Of All The Danger’ was a McCartney original (co-credited to Harrison because he wrote the guitar solo). Even at this early stage, The Quarrymen were keen to write and record their own material.

      By January 1959, Lennon’s Quarry Bank friends had left the group, and he began his studies at the Liverpool College Of Art, conveniently located adjacent to the Liverpool Institute High School. It is during this period that John, Paul and George became firm friends. They would play together on their lunch breaks and at each other’s family homes. Gigs were few.

      John Lennon’s closest friend at art school was a talented artist called Stuart Sutcliffe. One of his works, Summer Painting, was exhibited at the second Biennial John Moores Exhibition at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool between November 1959 and January 1960. John Moores was a local businessman and philanthropist and bought Sutcliffe’s painting for £65 (the equivalent of £1,800 in 2025).

      ‘So what do you do with £65?’ McCartney mused in The Beatles Anthology. ‘We all reminded him over a coffee: ‘Funny you should have got that amount, Stuart – it is very near the cost of a Hofner bass.’ He said, ‘No, I can’t just spend all that.’ It was a fortune in those days, like an inheritance. He said he had to buy canvases or paint. We said, ‘Stu, see reason, love. A Hofner, a big ace group ... fame!’ He gave in and bought this big Hofner bass that dwarfed him. The trouble was he couldn’t play well. This was a bit of a drawback, but it looked good, so it wasn’t too much of a problem.’

      Sutcliffe, despite his limitations as a bass player, would have a huge influence on the way that the band presented themselves. The first was to provide a new name. The trio of Lennon, McCartney and Harrison had been styling themselves at various times as Johnny And The Moondogs, The Rainbows, Japage 3 and even their old Quarrymen moniker.

      Stuart Sutcliffe suggested changing the band’s name to Beatals, as a tribute to Buddy Holly And The Crickets. The name would vary throughout the first half of 1960. By the summer, they had settled on The Beatles.

      One of the characters in their orbit was a Scouse chancer called Allan Williams, owner of the band’s preferred hangout, The Jacaranda, close to the Institute and Art College. Williams had fingers in many pies. As well as acting as The Beatles’ booking agent, he also had an acquaintanceship with the promoter Larry Parnes. Parnes had a ‘stable’ of interchangeable solo singers with unlikely stage names and needed a backing band for a seven-date Scottish tour by one of his lesser talents, Johnny Gentle. The Beatles were second, or perhaps third, choice, but they were available should they recruit a drummer. Local musician Tommy Moore, ten years older than the others, undertook the tour but left, bruised and bitter, on their return.

      Williams – through a bizarre set of co-incidences – booked The Beatles for a long residency at the Indra Club in Hamburg. This required the rapid recruitment of a permanent drummer. Enter Pete Best, the son of the irrepressible Mona Best, owner of the Casbah Coffee Club, located in the cellar of the family home.

      With Best on board, The-name-now-set-in-stone-Beatles and their retinue drove to Hamburg. From 17 August to 21 November, they would perform four hours each night, seven days a week.

      ‘We had to play for hours and hours on end,’ Lennon said. ‘Every song lasted twenty minutes and had twenty solos in it. That’s what improved the playing. There was nobody to copy from. We played what we liked best and the Germans liked it as long as it was loud.’

      Here, they met Astrid Kirchherr, Klaus Voormann and Jürgen Vollmer – three young Germans who would have a profound influence on the band’s early look. Kirchherr would take the first semi-professional photos of The Beatles: an invaluable record of their time in Hamburg as a five-piece.

      Williams booked other Liverpool bands into Hamburg clubs, including Rory Storm And The Hurricanes, who had a very good drummer, in the shape of Richard ‘Ringo’ Starkey. Another talented British musician, the highly-regarded Tony Sheridan, was also resident, performing American r&b to young fans.

      The Beatles’ first trip to Hamburg ended in disarray. George Harrison was deported in late November – he wasn’t yet eighteen and therefore too young to enter the clubs they were playing – and a week later, Paul McCartney and Pete Best were arrested for alleged arson and were also deported after several hours in police custody. John Lennon returned to Liverpool in early December, while Stu Sutcliffe remained in Hamburg for several weeks having become engaged to Astrid Kirchherr.

      Early in 1961, another milestone was passed with the band’s first performance at The Cavern Club.

      ‘[The Beatles] were different and they were very well rehearsed because they had come back from three months of torture in Hamburg,’ the club’s owner Ray McFall told Spencer Leigh. ‘The other groups were like Cliff Richard And The Shadows, but The Beatles’ music was so vibrant…’

      The Beatles returned to Hamburg between 27 March and 2 July 1961, performing at the Top Ten Club. During this second engagement, Astrid Kirchherr cut Stuart Sutcliffe’s hair in the ‘exi’ (existentialist) style, quickly adopted first by George (always the band’s snappiest dresser), John and Paul. It was here that they started to wear the leather suits that made them stand out. John also bought a 1958 Rickenbacker 325 Capri guitar.

      Stu Sutcliffe left the band during this run of bookings to resume his art studies in Hamburg. Paul McCartney took over on bass, buying a lightweight Höfner 500/1 model. ‘I found a nice little shop in the centre of Hamburg,’ Paul told Music Radar in 1994. ‘And I saw this bass in the window, this violin-shaped Höfner. It was a good price, because my dad had always said I shouldn’t do the never-never, but we were earning reasonable money. I liked the Höfner’s lightness, too. So I bought it, and I think it was only about 30 quid.’

      Priced at 287 Deutsche Marks, it was custom made for left-handed Paul. Three more crucial components were in place: the haircuts, distinctive violin bass and the four-piece lineup.

      At this time, German bandleader and producer Bert Kaempfert signed The Beatles to a year-long contract with Polydor. Seven titles would be recorded as Tony Sheridan’s backing band in one day, possibly two, in the third week of June 1961. One of these, ‘Ain’t She Sweet’ featured throaty lead vocals by John Lennon. Released as a single in the wake of the band’s initial success, ‘Ain’t She Sweet’ reached the top 30 in the UK and number 19 in the US.

      A second, an instrumental called ‘Beatle Bop’, was the first commercially available Beatles’ original. Retitled ‘Cry For A Shadow’, it’s initial availability was on a French EP.

      They returned to Liverpool as a power-house beat group performing most nights of the weeks in and around Liverpool, as well as building a fan base at The Cavern.

      The single ‘My Bonnie’ was released in October 1961, credited to Tony Sheridan & The Beat Brothers. It reached number 32 on the Musikmarkt chart. In due course, this song would lead to another piece in the jigsaw: Brain Epstein.

      Epstein ran the record department at his family’s Liverpool furniture store and wrote a column in the city’s music paper, Mersey Beat. The actual truth of why Epstein strolled the two minutes from his shop to the club on 9 November 1961 may never be wholly pinned down. The accepted story is that he first heard of the band when a customer entered his shop asking for a copy of ‘My Bonnie’. Stu Sutcliffe had sent a copy to George Harrison, which found its way to the Cavern Club’s DJ Bob Wooler. This single copy was played at various venues across Liverpool, generating interest in fans who wanted to buy their own copy. Epstein prided himself in stocking (or being able to acquire) any single – ‘My Bonnie’ had not been released in the UK, therefore his interest was piqued.

      This aspect of how Brian Epstein met The Beatles is part of the story, but not the whole story. NEMS stocked Mersey Beat and it’s impossible to believe that Brian didn’t at least leaf through it. As Paul McCartney later said, ‘Brian knew perfectly well who The Beatles were; they were on the front page of the second issue of Mersey Beat.’

      Nevertheless, that lunchtime visit to The Cavern Club would be crucial both for Epstein and his soon-to-be clients. In his memoirs, written just three years later, Epstein wrote: ‘I immediately liked what I heard. They were fresh, and they were honest, and they had what I thought was a sort of presence. I was … struck by their music, their beat and their sense of humour on stage – and, even afterwards, when I met them, I was struck again by their personal charm. And it was there that, really, it all started.’

      Epstein had always been restless, constrained by what he felt were the narrow parameters of the family business. He was looking for something new. He also probably fancied them. A few days later, he offered to manage The Beatles, they accepted and for the next six years, Epstein was utterly devoted to ‘the boys’.

      Now, everything started to move quickly. The day after the first Epstein- Beatles meeting, the band headlined the first Operation Big Beat at the Tower Ballroom in New Brighton. This five-and-a-half-hour event featured The Beatles, Rory Storm And The Hurricanes (with Ringo on drums), Gerry And The Pacemakers, The Remo Four and Kingsize Taylor And The Dominoes. The Beatles, as headliners, performed two sets, the first at 8pm and the second at 11.30pm. In between, they headed through the Mersey Tunnel for a separate booking in Knotty Ash. By now, The Beatles were the most popular band in Liverpool.

      As 1961 moved into 1962, The Beatles travelled to London for an audition with Decca Records. This was blighted by the band’s nerves, thin-sounding equipment, a flawed selection of songs and a long, chilly drive from Liverpool. Decca was not interested. Epstein booked the band into a third residency in Hamburg, to start on 13 April 1962. They arrived to learn of the death of their friend Stuart Sutcliffe.

      The Beatles returned to Liverpool after their booking ended on 31 May 1962 and a week later they made their first trip to a soon-to-be-legendary British recording studio. The Beatles were about to record for George Martin, the head of Parlophone, at the EMI Studios in Abbey Road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            ‘Love Me Do’ b/w ‘P.S. I Love You’ (Single)

          

        

      

    

    
      UK single: 5 October 1962. US single: 27 April 1964.

      Chart positions. UK: 17. US: 1.

      

      Mark Lewisohn’s masterful Tune In describes in detail the exhilarating story of how The Beatles were awarded their Parlophone recording contract. That they insisted on ‘Love Me Do’ as their debut single proved that these four young men were as strong-willed as they were talented. If we imagine the claustrophobic gigs in The Cavern, the wild nights in Hamburg, or the pandemonium of the New Brighton Tower Ballroom, then ‘Love Me Do’ is totally uncharacteristic.

      And yet, decades later, ‘Love Mo Do’ still sounds fresh and original. Here was the first chapter of The Beatles’ Manifesto.

      

      ‘Love Me Do’ (Lennon/McCartney)

      Recorded 4 September 1962. Paul McCartney – vocals, bass; John Lennon – vocals, acoustic guitar, harmonica; George Harrison – acoustic rhythm guitar; Ringo Starr – drums.

      

      Johnny was a schoolboy when he heard his first Beatles song. ‘Love Me Do’ I think it was…

      Bad Company, ‘Shooting Star’ (1975)

      

      For the most part, ‘Love Me Do’ gently swings on just two chords: tight and deep in the groove.

      ‘Love Me Do’ is original and idiosyncratic. It has a bluesy bridge section (but no seventh chords), bright harmonica and peerless vocals with unusual harmonies – witness the still exhilarating ‘pleeeeeease’ first heard between

      0.23 and 0.27. As Dominic Pedler observes in his book The Songwriting Secrets Of The Beatles, ‘vocal harmony was the main way in which interest was added to a Beatles arrangement, before exotic instrumentation and studio effects were to bring their own distractions.’

      The harmonica riff – borrowed from Bruce Channel’s ‘Hey! Baby’ and Frank Ifield’s ‘I Remember You’, both hits earlier in 1962 – is an example of an unusual and memorable hook or a moment; a harmony or a sound that made listeners prick up their ears to the music of The Beatles.

      Ringo Starr had been a member of The Beatles for two and a half weeks when ‘Love Me Do’ was recorded. If we compare this version with the earlier session with Pete Best (6 June 1962) it’s very clear that, in Ringo, they had found a perfect fit. Ringo’s simplicity, and the fact that he always played what was exactly right and nothing more has often been maligned over the years. He remains one of the most distinctively musical drummers. He always served the song, didn’t showboat and was integral to the sound of The Beatles’ music. Anyone who disagrees can speak to us after school.

      But what’s most important about ‘Love Me Do’ isn’t the composition, the performance or the arrangement – it’s that ‘Love Me Do’ was written and performed by a British vocal/instrumental group. In 1962, these groups simply did not exist. The Beatles broke the mould with their first single.

      As 1962 moved into 1963, with ‘Love Me Do’ at its chart peak of 17, The Beatles were resident mid-table in a top fifty dominated by solo singers (thirty-four different artists) and instrumental acts (nine). There were four American vocal groups – The Four Seasons, The Crystals, The Everly Brothers and The Orlons – and just one British vocal group, The Springfields. This is why ‘Love Me Do’ was a hit then and remains dazzling today. There was nothing else like it then, and there’s nothing like it now.

      

      ‘P.S. I Love You’ (Lennon/McCartney)

      Recorded 11 September 1962. Paul McCartney – lead vocals, bass; John Lennon – acoustic guitar, backing vocals; George Harrison – acoustic guitar, backing vocals; Ringo Starr – maracas; Andy White – drums.

      On the single version of ‘Love Me Do’ it’s Ringo on the drums. A second recording, a week later, involved session drummer Andy White. It’s the 11 September 1962 version which was included on the Please Please Me album. ‘P.S. I Love You’ was recorded in the same sessions as the second version of ‘Love Me Do’, therefore, White is once more behind the kit.
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