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I don’t actually want to be a living legend. I came in this to get out of having a job. And to pull birds. And I pulled quite a few birds, and got out of having a job, so you know, that’s where I am still.

Paul McCartney

The nearest I have come to dying, so far, was an asthma attack in childhood. I found myself in a Liverpool hospital with an oxygen mask clamped to my face and radio headphones on my ears. The station was broadcasting the Beatles’ new record Abbey Road in its entirety. That is why, when people call the group’s music ‘life-affirming’, I understand them in a very literal way. At that moment, I suddenly realised how much I loved them, and how much I wanted to live. 

That was in 1969. Whereupon, of course, the bastards split up. 

I forgave them, naturally, and followed all their solo careers with rapt attention. I grew up and became a music journalist, with the good luck to interview Paul McCartney on many occasions. John Lennon died before I ever had a chance to meet him, which is my biggest professional regret. But Paul and I seemed to hit it off. 

That is how this book came about. I have drawn together our scattered conversations from each of those encounters, and reordered them into a single narrative. From it emerges, I hope, the story of McCartney the musician, told in his own words with a few of mine as well. His long career has produced a stupendous body of work that rewards listeners at every turn.

His position is unparalleled, whether we measure it in commercial success, artistic achievement, or his influence on others. In terms of posterity, his reputation will ultimately be unassailable. I’d also contend that McCartney’s music, sometimes assailed by critics as safe and bland, is more often questing and downright strange.

Since he joined John Lennon’s band the Quarrymen in 1957, Paul has scarcely paused for breath. He’ll write a timeless love song with the same ease that other people draw breath. He’ll play rock and roll with more raw sex and aggression than you tend to encounter outside of penal institutions. The Queen of England thinks he’s marvellous, but even the edgiest avant-garde types admit that his music can take a walk on the weird side. From kiddie-pop to classical, there is hardly a genre that he hasn’t tried; probably only Picasso could rival Paul McCartney’s claim to stylistic breadth.

It’s actually very hard to have a hit record. To keep on having them is practically impossible. For all his peaks and troughs, McCartney’s career rivals that of any contender we might nominate. The crumbs from his table would be the pride of lesser songwriters. The glory of show business is that it gives the people what they want. The glory of art is that it gives us what we never knew we wanted. And the glory of Paul McCartney is that he does both.

Have the results been consistently wonderful? Not at all. But when his star is in the ascendant there is no composer in the whole of popular music to match this man’s ability to write the songs that make the whole world sing.
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The Beatles attained a state of pop perfection very early on. After that, they did what seemed incredible, by revealing with each new record a new and completely different type of perfection. It couldn’t last forever and it didn’t. But Paul, like John Lennon, was expected to perform the impossible again and again, or else be held to the cruellest of accounts.

Paul, it was allowed, had a craftsman’s facility that could glide from manic to manicured. But his soul, it was said, was still in show business. While his achievements as a Beatle made him a hip figurehead of the new rock culture they had helped to create, his heart could not abandon the occasional nursery rhyme or treat for the mums and dads.

A shameless crowd-pleaser, then? The stereotype has a nugget of truth, insofar as he never saw a reason to limit his musical palette. But it does him a grave disservice in suggesting that he was a lesser artist by virtue of his versatility. If you were feeling poetical you could say McCartney’s work is like an oak tree: the trunk is strong and broad but its branches spread and twist in fantastical patterns.

He wisely shies away from this analogy, but Picasso’s transcendence of category, his sure grasp of traditional skills with an appetite for the new and untried, are things McCartney admires. And by now there is also the sheer enormity of his output, a tribute to both his energy and longevity. McCartney’s music has not developed in any one direction over time. Instead it resembles a kind of unwinding spiral, achieving an ever-wider circumference. 

Born on 18 June 1942, Paul McCartney emerged before the days of rock and roll; he was formed in a world that has utterly vanished now, and which was hastened on its way by the Beatles themselves. He came of age in the aftermath of the Second World War, one of the biggest disruptions in human history. All minds were now fixed on a modern world, and the less it resembled the past, the better. Nothing could be learned by looking backward. Or so it felt at the time. 

Paul could be every inch the teenage rebel that his generation specialised in producing. But he was never, in his heart, an iconoclast. That’s a contradiction that has persisted throughout his music, and it’s the source of some critics’ contempt for what he did. But it’s really one key to his greatness. He’s among the last of that dwindling number who were not fundamentally shaped by rock, because they already had some musical understanding before it reached their ears. 
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But this book is not all about the Beatles. I once mentioned to McCartney how writers tend to compress the decades of his life after 1970 into a desultory postscript. Paul replied:

Now you mention it, you can see it. I’ve met enough journalists, having to get articles that are winners, to know the game. ‘He was a Beatle.’ That’s basically the game. Any book on John Lennon they do the same. They condense the Yoko period: ‘Oh yeah, peace chants, they wore funny hats and sunglasses, and he was militant, wasn’t he?’ It compresses fairly easily. 

But I like it in a way – it’s the same about music that I’ve written in that period – because I think it’s undiscovered. It’s really been blanked: ‘No, he didn’t write anything since the Beatles.’

Once you start to look … I mean, commercially there definitely are things that outsold anything the Beatles did, like ‘Mull of Kintyre’. But critically I don’t think people would consider that. Although an awful lot of people liked it, so who am I? 

It’s not that he’s embarrassed by the Beatles, even if their legacy dogged his early solo years. In all my interviews I found he’d bring them up more often than I did:

I used to say to my kids, ‘You’re the only ones who never ask me about the Beatles!’ I used to wish their friends would come round and say, ‘What was it like being in the Beatles?’ ‘Well, let me tell you …’ And the kids would all go out the room: ‘Oh bloody hell …’

That’s how kids are, they don’t want to hear about that shit, but their friends would. So I’d chunter on [cheerful windbag]: ‘Oh! It’s funny you should say that!’ An hour later …

The trap is that the Beatles make us skimp the great music he’s made in his forty-five solo years. In this book I want to correct that imbalance. Paul said to me that his career will one day be seen in its totality. I’d like to think that day has arrived. 

The richness and diversity of McCartney’s solo work, from that infamous chorus of frogs to his most esoteric electronica, needs to be recognised. The beauty of his back catalogue is in its endless variations and surprises. The devil may be in the detail, but in McCartney’s case we find our angels there as well. 

His own repertoire runs into many hundreds of songs. We all know that he wrote ‘Penny Lane’ and ‘Hey Jude’. We should acknowledge that after that came lesser-known beauties that will, in the end, outlive us all. McCartney’s post-Beatle material is a curiously undervalued treasure trove of pop history. He agrees:

That’s my theory, that in years to come, people may actually look at all my work rather than the context of it following the Beatles. That’s the danger, as it came from ‘Here There and Everywhere’, ‘Yesterday’, ‘Fool on the Hill’, to ‘Bip Bop’ [from Wings’ Wild Life], which is such an inconsequential little song. I must say, I’ve always hated that song. 

I think there will be an element of that in time to come. And with John’s work too. They’ll look at it in greater detail and think, Ah, I see what he was getting at. Because it’s not obvious, that’s the good thing. It’s a bit more subtle than some of the stuff we’ve done, which was out-and-out commercial. But I think it’ll look more and more normal as time goes on.
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Though I’ve rearranged the sequences, the earliest interview in this book dates from 1979, when I was sent to a backstage press conference before a Paul McCartney Liverpool concert. It was a dream assignment, and the moment I realised I had stumbled into the right career. If the book is not so much a biography as a portrait, it’s at least a portrait taken from life. With a couple of cited exceptions, every McCartney quote you’ll read here is first-hand.

I met Paul regularly when I was a journalist on magazines such as NME, Q, MOJO and The Word. I also helped him on editorial projects including tour brochures, press kits and album liner notes. Our focus was always on the music, though not in a narrow or technical way; in talking of his songs he’d share many memories, and describe the personal joys and sorrows he had felt along the way. There are certainly gaps in the narrative that follows, because we always had particular topics to cover. But he talked freely about every stage of his career. 

Part One of this book is roughly chronological, and Part Two is more thematic. In real life his conversation is liable to roam back and forth, and I have ‘remixed’ our interviews to improve continuity. In all, across those thirty years and more, he vividly described for me the whole business of being Paul McCartney.

It helped that I was from Liverpool. We both began our lives in Anfield, the district of terraced streets around the famous football ground; then we moved out to identical houses on opposite sides of the city. Twelve years apart, we’d attended similar schools. We would sometimes digress and discuss bus routes, docks and department stores in absurd detail. 

But in his own mind he never became the superstar he became in everyone else’s. He hates to look remote, or grand, and he always took pains to make our interviews feel like conversations.

I don’t pretend to be his friend, but our encounters were friendly. I saw at close range the crushing demands on his time and attention. He bore it all with remarkable patience, including my incessant questions. I came away with the idea that Paul McCartney is a decent guy, who happens to be a genius.


PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

Things He Said Today
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Interviewing McCartney

It’s impossible at first to forget you are ‘talking to Paul McCartney’. During our interviews my mind would flood with memories of growing up, listening to his music, knowing him only as some semi-mythical phantom. Any lifelong Beatle fan would feel the same, and it takes a while to master this starstruck awe. Since then I’ve observed the tense excitement of other people who found themselves in his presence for the first time. 

The man himself will handle it with practised ease and winning self-effacement. It’s a skill that everyone has noticed in Paul McCartney – variously interpreted as plain good manners or, less favourably, the manipulative charm of a PR schemer. I think he does have a good understanding of how he appears to the outside world, but he is not obsessed by questions of image. Most probably, the years of experience have taught him how to turn his natural affability into an everyday modus operandi.

Nor are musicians immune to the weight of all that history. I’ve interviewed all Paul’s band members since 1989 and each confessed an occasional sense of inner disbelief. Guitarists describe the on-stage thrill of playing the very riffs they’d wrestled with as raw beginners. Co-vocalists recall the astonishment of trading harmonies with a voice from the first records they ever owned. Drummers talk of summoning up the courage to lock into a rhythm with the most celebrated bass player of all time. In the end, they’re professionals and they cope, but who can fault them for those heart-stopping moments? 

I believe my own heart stopped, on the day in my childhood when Paul McCartney of the Beatles drove past me in his Mini car, in a country lane near Liverpool. We were out in search of footballers’ houses, to pester them for autographs. But a real Beatle? Taking a spin around the turnip fields of Lancashire? This was stardom on a planetary level: ‘Did you just see what I saw?’ And when I first saw Paul perform, with Wings at the Liverpool Empire, I think I was one of thousands in the crowd who marvelled as much at being in the same room as him, as at the music itself. Such are the feelings of all fans, everywhere the world.

Then there were the times when I was McCartney’s whole audience. Awaiting my interview slot I’d sit at rehearsals and find myself a few feet away, the sole abstracted object of his gaze while he found the piano chords to ‘Fool on the Hill’, or thundered through ‘All Shook Up’, as if I were an entire stadium of souls in one body. Around the room were his regular team, so oddly unconcerned, unravelling cables, shifting instrument cases, finding quiet corners to make phone calls. I was the only one with the leisure to watch and marvel.
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The interviews in this book were mostly done at two locations: either his London office, MPL, or his Sussex studio, the Mill. The former is a tall and narrow townhouse overlooking Soho Square. During our conversations, by the wide window of his upstairs room, Paul’s eye might wander across the leafy lawns where office-workers like to lunch. MPL’s interior style is quietly art deco. Its walls are hung with modern paintings, or framed photos by Linda McCartney, and pride of place goes to her famous shot of Paul and John, laughing and grasping each other’s hands at a Sgt. Pepper party in 1967. 

The Mill, officially called Hog Hill, is a few hours’ drive from London in calm countryside near the south coast. Its ancient precincts now house rehearsal space and a recording studio. Propped in one corner is the double-bass played by Elvis Presley’s sideman Bill Black, a true totem of rock-and-roll history and bought by Linda as a birthday present. I never dared touch it – nor the storied Höfner bass so often by my chair – but Paul was wont to give the instrument a reassuring pluck when he walked past. 

His daily work schedule is quite structured and we were rarely interrupted, except for tea and chocolate biscuits. ‘Or have a cappuccino,’ he might say at MPL. ‘Don’t forget, la’ [the Scouser’s pally contraction of ‘lad’], you’re in Soho now.’

From the earliest days of the Beatles he was noted for diplomacy, especially when set against the abrasive Lennon. On stage he talked the most to audiences, even if John was seen as the leader. And in foreign countries he makes the effort to speak a little of their own language. But diplomats are mistrusted for their guile, as much as they may be praised for tact or sensitivity to the feelings of others. 

Yet I’ve never found him the calculating PR man that detractors allege. Take, for instance, his unwisely dull response to John Lennon’s murder in 1980 – ‘It’s a drag, isn’t it?’ – when a magisterial statement, carefully prepared, was so badly needed. He was, at that moment, sincerely numbed by shock and grief, but the quote caught fire. His handling of the Beatles’ split, described in another chapter, was likewise a case of blunders off the cuff, hardly a masterpiece of spin. 

He’s more comfortable than most stars, though, in the set-piece interview. McCartney’s played the media game for much longer than any writer that comes to meet him. He was schmoozing the NME (when it was still the New Musical Express) whole decades before its current staff were born. He is familiar with the music magazines and TV shows in any given territory. Like Queen Elizabeth II, who has received every prime minister since Winston Churchill, he has seen them come and seen them go.

‘There’s always gonna be someone who’ll detract from what you do,’ he says:

When we [The Beatles] first came into it there was a guy at the Daily Mirror called Donald Zec, and his whole gig was being mean. If you got an interview with him, there was a danger he was gonna turn it on you. But everyone else was really quite nice. You’d sit down and [eagerly]: ‘Oh yeah. I’ll tell you about my album.’ 

But it’s become more like that now. A lot of people have figured, ‘That’s a good idea, let’s bitch at everyone, let’s make it all up.’ Cos they certainly do that. It’s fairly crazy. If you tried to make any sense out of it you’d go round the twist yourself.

He remains a willing interviewee, at least when he has a reason to do it. A characteristic session might start with Paul whistling, and slapping a brisk rhythm on his legs, while I prepared my first question. That’s far from typical of stars in general, who tend to wait with martyred resignation or bristling suspicion.

‘OK, whaddya wanna know, la’?’ would be his first line.

When he was pushing the Anthology documentary, album and book project, the Beatles’ official retrospective on their career, he had to curb his own enthusiasm in deference to the other surviving members:

That’s what it was going to look like. We were gonna do a press conference as the Beatles. So if I did too much, it could steal from it. My normal thing is anyone who comes along: ‘Oh sure, Norway!’ you know? Then when it’s the press conference it’s, ‘Well, we’ve heard all that he has to say.’ It’s just my natural reaction if I’m plugging something, to see anyone who wants to see me. I decided I should probably cool it a bit. 

After his big tour in 1990 he admitted to feeling nervous at facing the world’s press again. But he was soon back in his element – and it was almost too easy: ‘I looked forward to hard questions, cos I got bored with all the others. You suddenly realise, “I know every bloody question they’re going to ask me.” You got your confidence up. You’re just talking to people again, instead of “revered journalists”.’

Paul’s high tolerance of interviews extends to the interviewers themselves. He’s unusual among celebrities in the extent to which he asks journalists about themselves, and few can resist such flattery. Even before the ‘selfie’ became common currency it was standard for Paul to pose alongside his starry-eyed inquisitor for a photographic memento. Personal touches are PR gold. During one filmed interview, after he’d picked up a mandolin and played me his new song ‘Dance Tonight’, written for his baby daughter Beatrice, he leant across and gave me his plectrum. At such moments the inner fan will push aside the professional hack. 

More generally, I had the impression he responded well when I seemed well-briefed on his career – sometimes, as he’d laughingly acknowledge, more so than he was himself. And he likes to be spoken to in the same informal way that he applies to others. Like anyone else, he dislikes the feeling of being cross-examined. Our conversations were always structured to be interviews, but never as interrogations.
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McCartney is a confident speaker, who knows how to control his interviews without seeming to dominate. He is articulate and fairly concise in his replies, but when he’s relaxed, or looking to gently steer away from something disagreeable, he can be chattily discursive. It isn’t always easy to interrupt him – not only because of his power, but also because his every thought is usually of interest to someone. 

He is, after all, a living voice from history, and his asides can be valuable. ‘Ha!’ he says. ‘That’s one thing I do. Go off at tangents.’ But long experience of being interviewed has helped him see his spoken thoughts as if they were already written down. 

His default accent is a mild Scouse, probably strengthened when speaking to a fellow Liverpudlian. He has twice been married to Americans and spends a great deal of time in that country, but there is little of the mid-Atlantic in his speech, which remains essentially that of a 1950s English grammar-school boy. He was not raised in the backstreets and his family were aspirational. He has confessed to a lingering guilt at mocking his mother’s attempt to correct his Northern pronunciation. 

The young Beatles, except for Ringo, were suburbanites whose sing-song accents lacked the guttural harshness of Liverpool’s docklands. His speech is still musical in a more literal way, tripping into snatches of melody or some vivid imitation of an instrument, in a manner that defies the printed transcription. He is never content to merely describe some music; he must in fact perform it, there and then. 

Likewise, he doesn’t just report somebody else’s words: he prefers a theatrical impersonation. He’ll never pass up the smallest opportunity to play a comedy Scotsman, a stolid Lancastrian or a crafty Cockney. He deploys, sometimes, a vaguely camp lisp, especially to mock some example of old-time show business. It’s no surprise to hear that back in childhood, he and his younger brother Mike adored LPs by the actor and comedian Peter Sellers. 

We all have our verbal tics, and Paul’s most noticeable habit is an overuse of modifiers and qualifiers. It’s something he has noticed when I present him with transcripts of our interviews. It stems, I think, from his impulse to play down statements that might sound vain or intimidating. Thus, ‘the Beatles were a great little band’ or ‘I’ve been fairly successful’ or ‘you find you’ve become a bit well-known’. It sounds pleasantly modest in person, but looks coy in print. 

More generally he delights in language. When the chance of a pun or a wordplay presents itself, he seldom resists. Naturally that taste for the verbal frolic will seep into his songwriting, as he explained while discussing a couple of 2005 tracks, ‘How Kind of You’ and ‘English Tea’: 

I love language. I’m interested in the way English is spoken by British people. At school I did Spanish, Latin, German, and I liked English. My dad was big into crosswords. So I like language. 

I started to notice that posh English people not only have a different accent, they have a different vocabulary. I know some posher, older English people and they’re lovely but they say things in a different way. I might say, ‘That was nice of you. I wasn’t feeling too good.’ They might say, ‘How kind of you to think of me when I was out of sorts.’ As a student of that, through the years, I love it. I’m playing with the language. 

I just heard ‘Walrus’ today, actually, and it’s all related. It goes back to Alice in Wonderland, croquet, with the flamingos, all very deep, formative stuff. ‘Lines of hollyhocks and roses listen most attentively.’ It’s Lewis Carroll.
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Paul has been called upon to recount his life story on countless occasions since 1962. He’s well-practised in the art, even if the anecdotes grow more selective, and the narrative more polished, through years of repetition.

His memory is not so neatly chronological as interviewers tend to want. His brain may present events of the past as a haphazard collection of snapshots. To make life easier, he will practically outsource his own recollections, and I was often relied upon to prompt him with some career detail or other. Once, over lunch with Paul and the writer Mark Lewisohn – the world’s pre-eminent custodian of Beatle history – it struck me that we scribes were serving Paul as a kind of external hard drive. 

(I also recall that this was an MPL Christmas lunch, and Paul was gamely wearing a paper hat from the cracker he had pulled with my wife.) 

In one interview I was trying to verify the sequence of the Beatles’ rooftop show in 1969. Filmed on top of their Apple office building in Savile Row, London, for the Let It Be movie, they played ‘Get Back’ and, unwittingly, made their final bow to the outside world. At the time, I suggested, he wouldn’t have known this would be their last performance in public? ‘No …’ He paused. ‘Was it, by the way? I don’t know, man. We never check all that shit. I’m still pretty flaky about it, as you can see. It’s an interesting thing. It’s handy having all these analysts around. Those of us who do it get reminded of what it was.’

Even so, the world swirls with written histories of the Beatles and his own life that McCartney cannot see any truth in. He’s especially sceptical when people describe his partnership with John Lennon – an essentially private affair that nobody on the outside can properly understand. How can those people be such experts, he reasons, when they weren’t even in the room?

But even superstars are human, and ageing wears away the sharper edges of recall. Whenever I’ve returned with Paul to a subject we discussed years before, he’s advised me to take the earliest version as best. I was fortunate to conduct our longest sequence of interviews as far back as 1989 – a few years before the Anthology project in 1995, by which time he was freely admitting the problem of complete accuracy: 

We finally did an interview with the three of us, in the same room, at George’s house. And we couldn’t remember anything in common. It’s great, it’s real people, it’s how life really is. You live this dream that there’s a definitive version. There isn’t. 

It came to a head with this story we always tell about one of our drivers – I’ve probably told it to you – he came to Paris cos he said he could speak French. And he was a bit of a fake. So Ringo was going, ‘He got to Paris and it was [gruff Cockney] “Er, gendarme? Come ’ere.” The gendarme comes over, and we’re starting to doubt his wisdom already. “Can I park ici?” We go, Hello, I could have done that.’ 

Then one of us had a sore throat, we wanted honey and lemon. When the driver ordered it up he said, ‘Leave this to me: Gar-kon? Gar-kon, come ’ere’. He looks him in the eyes, flaps his wings and goes Bzzzzz … 

Ringo’s telling this story for the Anthology and he starts off, ‘We’re in Paris with this chauffeur and he’s come over cos he can speak French, and George had a sore throat.’ 

The camera pans over to George to get his reaction. George goes, ‘No, I thought Paul had the sore throat.’ 

It pans over to me: ‘I’m telling you, John had the sore throat.’ And I’ve worked out since, that if Ringo thinks it was George, it couldn’t be Ringo. If George thought it was me but it wasn’t me, then if I thought it was John, then it was John. 

And he needed citron et miel. That’s how I found out what honey was. It’s hysterical. There’s no such thing as a definitive thing and you realise it’s true of all history. 

And Ringo on meeting Elvis. [The Beatles visited Presley at his house in Los Angeles in 1965.] I said, ‘Well, he met us at the door, I remember that bit vividly.’ Ringo says, ‘No. I remember him not standing up all night.’ 

Not standing up? He was playing pool. He met us at the door. We had completely different memories. Give it another couple of years, a couple more brain cells go blink – and there’s no bloody story left.

An assistant came into the room to suggest today’s session should end. ‘What time is it?’ Paul asked. ‘Ten past nine? We’d better go home, hadn’t we? Our families are going to miss us. We’d better leave it there now. I’ve had a long day’s hard.’

Happily there were many other days. Let’s now hear the things he said. We begin, of course, in Liverpool.
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