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For Simon – you’ll never know how much I really love you.






There was the possibility we could have carried on. We weren’t sitting in the studio saying, ‘Okay, this is it: last record; last track; last take.’

Ringo Starr

If people need The Beatles so much all they have to do is buy each [solo] album and put it on tape, track by track – one of me, one of Paul, one of George and one of Ringo – because otherwise, the music is just the same, only on separate albums.

John Lennon

When the spinning stops – that’ll be the time to worry, not before. Until then, The Beatles are alive and well and the beat goes on.

Beatles press release, 10 April 1970
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Introduction:
All My Little Plans and Schemes

It is difficult not to fall in love with The Beatles. The thrill of John asking the audience at the 1963 Royal Variety Performance, in the presence of Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother and Princess Margaret, ‘Will the people in the cheaper seats clap your hands? All the rest of you, if you’ll just rattle your jewellery.’ Paul’s doe-eyed looks, shaking his head from side to side and screaming trademark Beatle ‘oohs’. George grinning with a lopsided smile and rebuffing journalists’ questions about the name of his haircut: ‘Arthur,’ he cuttingly replies. Or Ringo’s forlorn come-and-mother-me pose, dancing bent-double, arms flailing, in A Hard Day’s Night.

It was the way that John, Paul, George and Ringo – the four-name roll call effortlessly sliding off the tongue – stood side by side contorting their arms to spell Help! in flag semaphore on the album cover. The way they donned tinted shades and sat looking irrepressibly cool for the back-sleeve shoot of Revolver. It was Paul’s joyous ‘1-2-3-4’ introduction to ‘Please Please Me’, kick-starting Beatlemania, and John wisecracking to the assembled motley guests on the roof of the Apple building at the finale of Let It Be six years later, ‘I’d like to say thank you on behalf of the group and ourselves, and I hope we’ve passed the audition.’ It was the flirtatious presenter Cathy McGowan being reduced to a giggling pile as George charmed her on the set of Ready Steady Go!, revealing that they, The Beatles, sometimes watched ‘private (“not dirty”) films’. It was Ringo, sitting beside the actress Jessie Robins (‘Auntie Jessie’) on the Magical Mystery Tour bus, improvising and squabbling over who bought the away-day tickets.

With scene after scene of quips and japes, The Beatles played out a fantasy drama for the benefit of the cameras, and for us, the fans, to repeatedly imitate while secretly wishing for acceptance into their impenetrable gang. And then there was the music! A bounty of singles, EPs and LPs to devour and cherish – from radio-friendly chart-toppers like ‘She Loves You’ and ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ to the anthemic ‘All You Need Is Love’ and ‘Hey Jude’; from the romantic ‘This Boy’ and ‘Something’ to the cool ‘Rain’ and the esoteric ‘I Know Your Name (Look Up the Number)’. One day, you might swear blind that Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was the greatest record ever made and the next be utterly convinced it was Abbey Road. And then there were those endless Beatle-themed debates: whether ‘Please Please Me’ was officially the group’s first number one record (New Musical Express and Melody Maker: yes; Record Retailer: no) or if ‘Yesterday’ – performed by Paul accompanied only by a string quartet – was legitimately a Beatles record at all; whether George introduced Indian music to Western pop (as if the very notion could be doubted), or if John Lennon was right when he supposedly joked that Ringo ‘wasn’t even the best drummer in The Beatles’.1

These conversations, the arguments, the records…we had them all and wanted them to last forever. They did, and they will. But like great sex we craved more: to experience greater thrills, and to discover unknown pleasures. In this unrequited affair we made ever-increasing demands, and when The Beatles split we felt cheated. Like scorned lovers we hoped that the breakup was only temporary, an understandable trial separation, and with it came a longing for reconciliation and reunion. This erroneous fantasy ended abruptly on 8 December 1980, when John Lennon was murdered in cold blood on the steps of his New York home. Taken away from us, from Yoko and from his two sons, Sean and Julian, by a single bullet. Suddenly, the possible was impossible. There could never be four Beatles again. The dream was over.

Perhaps you were an original fan from Liverpool and saw The Beatles in their earliest incarnation or witnessed the mayhem they caused in Hamburg rocking in their leather jackets. You could have bought their first single ‘Love Me Do’ in October 1962 or latched on to the mania 16 months later when The Beatles made their debut appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show on 9 February 1964. Maybe it took the Fab Four shaking off their mop-top image and embracing psychedelia or welcoming the mystical ways of Eastern spirituality. Or possibly, like me, you were born a beat too late to say ‘I was there’ but nevertheless were enveloped by the irresistible pull of their charm and magnetism. In time, the who, the where and the when have been surpassed by the all-encompassing joy of being consumed by Beatle fandom. A combination of books, films, art and, of course, music.

Loving The Beatles is not like being a fan of any other band. It is more like being part of a family, something akin to a cultural blood group. From the moment I consciously first heard their music as an eight-year-old, I have been infatuated by all things Beatles. By coincidence, my best friend shared this same passion, and throughout our teens and twenties we delved into one another’s record collections, sharing our joint thirst for all things FAB! Our favourite game was imagining one more Beatles album. The One after Let It Be. Over the years, we have spent hours debating a would-be running order: accepting and rejecting tracks; replacing one song with another; discovering a new solo song by Ringo; or embracing a previously undiscovered demo recording by George. We have shouted, screamed and shared the idea with other Beatle-heads in pubs and at gigs or just with random strangers and, in doing so, discovered that imagining the unimaginable is as irresistible for others as it was for us.
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John, Paul, Ringo and George outside their manager Brian Epstein’s house in west London, 19 May 1967.



We were young then, and maturity has, in time, led us away from our obsessional behaviour. Yet, now, decades later, I find the idea of a ‘what if…?’ Beatles album as compelling as I ever did. Of course, in those years, a whole new intensity of Beatle wisdom has spread across the globe, coupled with ingenious ways in which to keep the story alive. The internet is littered with sites and blogs preserving and reliving the Beatles years: the idea of one more record frequently explored on social media platforms across the world with imagined albums ranging from the populist to the absurd, but always presented with the loving care of a devotee. It seems that if fans can’t have The Beatles in the real world, they will reinvent them in an alternative reality.

Such is the thirst for new Beatles that, in 1995, Paul, George and Ringo shocked the world and reunited to record two previously unreleased John Lennon songs, ‘Free as a Bird’ and ‘Real Love’ (the opening verse of the latter giving rise to the title of this book), with fresh backing tracks, newly written middle eights, and a chorus of vocals to support John’s crude original demos. Then, in 2003, Let It Be…Naked was released, a dressed-down version of The Beatles’ last official album, without posthumous overdubs and effects. In 2018, the ‘White Album’ master tapes were dusted down and remixed for the modern age by the son of George Martin, Giles, and in 2019, Abbey Road was given a similar treatment to celebrate its fiftieth anniversary. At the time of writing, the filmmaker Peter Jackson has created a new edit of the 1969 film Let It Be from 56 hours of unreleased film footage. Then, in 2019 came perhaps one of the most bizarre reimaginings of Beatles history, Yesterday, a film written by Richard Curtis and directed by Danny Boyle, in which a struggling musician wakes up after a gigantic electrical storm to discover that nobody apart from him has ever heard of the songs of Lennon and McCartney, or indeed Harrison and Starr.

Like Some Forgotten Dream is dedicated to this worldwide fixation of reinvention. It is an attempt to offer a literary voice to a debate that has raged in Beatleland, and beyond, since the group originally split more than half a century ago. It asks you to imagine the following scenario: that The Beatles did not split up in April 1970; that, after releasing Abbey Road a year earlier, John, Paul, George and Ringo recorded a fourteenth, farewell album; and that such classic songs as ‘Jealous Guy’, ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’, ‘My Sweet Lord’ and ‘I’m the Greatest’ appeared on a single disc, under the name of The Beatles.

The seductive idea requires a great leap of faith of the reader and a willingness to reverse the clock of history. It necessitates unpicking the real-time chronology of events that led to the breakup of the group. To accept that there was a yearning, from all four Beatles, to keep the group together. In fact, despite the Daily Mirror headline on 10 April 1970 declaring ‘Paul Quits The Beatles’, and notwithstanding John’s private declaration of ‘a divorce’ six months earlier, it is evident that there was lot more posturing and game playing than meaningful intent to end the union. Indeed, in the months following the group’s dissolution, each Beatle independently expressed a belief that it was not over. Like Some Forgotten Dream asks the reader to accept that conciliatory opportunities were not missed; that differences of opinion were resolved; and that day-today difficulties were surmounted. In short, the book proposes a resolution to the discord in the Beatles camp and witnesses John, Paul, George and Ringo offering what the world craved: The Beatles recording together, one more time.

The fantasy involves retracing the last years of the group’s working relationship, from the personal and the political to the artistic and the financial. The tragic death of manager Brian Epstein, the fragmented recording of the ‘White Album’ and, in 1969, the problematic Get Back / Let It Be sessions that spawned a year of internal rancour and bitterness. By re-evaluating these areas, we catch a glimpse of an endgame where the unravelling of The Beatles was avoidable, where compromise could have trumped confrontation, where negotiation pacified provocation. An understanding of these squandered openings underpins the whole concept of the ‘what if…?’ fiction and makes the prospect of one more album tantalizing in its allure.

The second half of the book presents a case for the songs on a would-be final album, and, in doing so, offers a radical rewriting of pop music history. In this reimagined world, John, Paul, George and Ringo agree to record a double vinyl album, Four Sides of The Beatles, with a side dedicated exclusively to the songs of each respective Beatle – Side One: Lennon; Side Two: McCartney; Side Three: Harrison; and Side Four: Starr – and, in the process, symbolically prepare fans for the inevitable split and solo careers that will follow.

The proposed record provides a daring solution to the pervasive inter-band complaints: that John had lost his commercial touch; that Paul’s songs dominated; that George was undervalued and that Ringo was a sideman. Consequently, each Beatle is given carte blanche to fill one side of a record however they see fit: their song selections, their arrangements, their choice of producer. Moreover, the record is a reflection of the growing maturity within the group, from the mop-top days when the band led the British Invasion of the US in 1964 to the young men seeking individual identities at the dawning of a new decade: as musicians, as maturing adults, and as four young men facing the sobering reality of life in their thirties.

In choosing tracks for Four Sides of The Beatles, I have constructed strict criteria, which, in the main, attempt to adhere to historical feasibility. This timeframe is set from September 1969, when John Lennon proposed ‘Cold Turkey’ as the next Beatles single, to 31 December 1970, when Paul served a lawsuit to the High Court to sue his former bandmates and Apple Inc. Obviously, determining an exact template is contentious, the paradox being that, if the group resolved their differences in September 1969, historical events that occurred thereafter are redundant. Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that, had The Beatles agreed to make a new record, new songs would have been written for its recording.

Accepting these anomalies, Four Sides of The Beatles is limited to songs that are known to have existed before – be it from prior recordings, rehearsals or private demo tapes – or within the given dates. In fact, many songs selected for the proposed album were written before The Beatles officially broke up. For example, ‘The Back Seat of My Car’ – the closing track on Paul’s second solo album, RAM, released in May 1971 – was introduced to The Beatles in January 1969 during the Get Back sessions, as was George’s ‘All Things Must Pass’, although it was not released until December 1970. Similarly, ‘Jealous Guy’ was written in 1968 (then titled ‘Child of Nature’), rehearsed by The Beatles in January 1969, and finally released as a John Lennon solo recording in 1971. Conversely, the rigid qualifying standard excludes many popular songs, such as ‘Imagine’ (written by John in 1971), ‘Live and Let Die’ and ‘Give Me Love (Give Me Peace on Earth)’ (written by Paul and George, respectively, in 1973) and ‘Back Off Boogaloo’ (written by Ringo in 1972).

Time and place indelibly print sounds in our memories. And to imagine songs like ‘Jealous Guy’, ‘Another Day’, ‘My Sweet Lord’ or ‘It Don’t Come Easy’ stripped of our knowing their arrangements, their imagery, requires a great leap of imagination. Wouldn’t ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’, as performed by The Beatles, be transformed if John had added harmonies and Ringo played drums on the track? Or if Paul had played bass on ‘Gimme Some Truth’ or George lead guitar on ‘Another Day’? The proposition asks of the listener to dispense with their preconceptions of the familiar and engage with the essence of a song in its purest form: words and melody.

From a literary point of view, I have liberally selected statements made by John, Paul, George and Ringo in interviews that play to the central theme of the book. Often, this necessitated taking words out of context to serve the argument, but it is important to stress that no words have been invented. Like Some Forgotten Dream is a fantasy, and although Part 2 is a distorted application of post-Beatles history, the information used – dates, facts, interviews – is all genuine. In a similar vein, it is important to remember that opinions as to the credibility of an interview should be made in relation to the time it was recorded. For example, John’s interview with Jann Wenner for Rolling Stone magazine in December 1970 was given within months of The Beatles’ breakup and naturally is emotionally raw; added to which, the difference in the written word from the tone of his voice on the audio recording is seismic. As discussed within the book, John’s state of mind was prone to change day by day, and his interview with Wenner is laced with contradictions. Tellingly, when the conversation was later published in book form, as Lennon Remembers, John contested it, believing that many of his attitudes had changed in the intervening years.

Inevitably, Like Some Forgotten Dream will engender discussion, debate and disagreement. In many ways, this is central to the book’s premise. But, to reiterate, the concept of a great lost album is a fantasy and as such there can be no definitive right or wrong. The proposal is rife with anomalies and, like a Hollywood film, requires of the audience a suspension of disbelief. I therefore ask the reader to engage with the book in the spirit in which it is written: a playful game presented, I hope, with intelligence and wit. It is a love letter to the greatest band in the history of popular music. A group that continues to bring joy to the world, and, incredibly, still garners record sales in the millions. In fact, despite John Lennon singing ‘the dream is over…’, it is timely to remember he also sang ‘it’s only just begun…’



___________

1 This misattributed quote originates from an episode of the BBC Radio 4 comedy show Radio Active entitled ‘Record Producer’, which was written by Geoffrey Perkins and first broadcast on 5 September 1981: ‘Alright, maybe Ringo Starr wasn’t the best drummer in the world. Alright, maybe he wasn’t the best drummer in the Beatles.’
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