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	CHAPTER 4

	
	“ So it was ... uh-oh, we haven't got a bass player. And everyone sort of turned round and looked at me. I was a bit lumbered with it, really... ”

PAUL McCARTNEY ON RELUCTANLY SWITCHING FROM GUITAR TO BASS

	1
	961


THE BEATLES STARTED 1961 WITH A LARGE NUMBER OF BOOKINGS... AND A PROBLEM. ON DECEMBER 16TH OF THE PREVIOUS YEAR, IN DESPERATION, HARRISON HAD WRITTEN TO STU SUTCLIFFE AND PLEADED FOR HELP. "COME HOME SOONER," HE SAID. "IT'S NO GOOD WITH PAUL PLAYING BASS, WE'VE DECIDED - THAT IS IF HE HAD SOME KIND OF BASS AND AMP TO PLAY ON!"1
So how did McCartney become the bass player who almost wasn't? Harrison explained later: "When we met [Sutcliffe] he couldn't play at all, when he first got a bass. And he learned a few tunes. Occasionally it was a bit embarrassing, if it had a lot of changes to it. But he knew that, too. That's why he was never really at ease being in the band, and that's why he left when we finished the gig in Hamburg - he decided to go back to art college.

"At that point, Paul was still playing the guitar. And I remember saying, 'Well, one of us is going to be the bass player'. And I remember saying. 'It's not me, I'm not doing it'. And John said, "I'm not doing it either.' [Paul] went for it. He became the bass player from that point on." 2
"None of us wanted to be the bass player," admits McCartney. "It wasn't the number one job: we wanted to be up front. In our minds, it was the fat guy in the group who nearly always played the bass, and he stood at the back. None of us wanted that; we wanted to be up front singing, looking good, to pull the birds.

"Stu said he was going to stay in Hamburg. He'd met a girl and was going to stay there with her and paint," McCartney continues. "So it was like, uh-oh, we haven't got a bass player. And everyone sort of turned round and looked at me. I was a bit lumbered with it, really - it was like well, it'd better be you, then. I don't think you would have caught John doing it; he would have said: 'No, you're kidding, I've got a nice new Rickenbacker!' I didn't even have a guitar at the time, see, so I couldn't really say, 'But I wanted to be a guitarist.' They'd say, 'Well get a guitar then, that might be a start'." 3
Although McCartney had been one of the band's original guitar players, he would often fill in on various other instruments when needed. As well as turning his hand to drums in earlier days, in Hamburg McCartney would often play the piano instead of the guitar, or when Sutcliffe was off with Kirchherr, McCartney would fill in on bass, playing Sutcliffe's Hofner 333 bass upside down.

The left-handed McCartney is realistic about the necessity of learning to play the bass upside down. "Well, I had to ... on guitar first of all, and then on bass. You had to, cos guys wouldn't let you change the strings. They said, 'Fuck off, I've just tuned it, I'm not gonna have it detuned and have somebody turn it round' ... No one would let you do that - quite rightly. When John wasn't here I'd pick up his guitar and learn to play it upside down; and John did too, he got pretty good upside down because of me.

"So I used to play Stu's bass upside down, he used to let me use it a little bit, if he didn't come in one night to the club. And eventually he said, 'Well, I'm gonna stay here with Astrid and we're gonna hitch up' ... I'd been playing piano on-stage - quite good for me, gave me a lot of piano practice; couldn't really play, but I learned. So I was quite glad to get back in the front line." 4
Paul was already showing signs of his musical versatility, and never seemed set on any particular instrument at this time. So it was no surprise when it finally came to filling the bass position, the job fell to McCartney.

The Rosetti and the purloined strings

With his new role as bassman, McCartney had one immediate task: to find an instrument. He resisted the idea of buying a new bass on credit, because this would put him into debt. According to McCartney's original hire-purchase receipt from Hessy's, he had just finished paying for his Rosetti Solid 7 guitar, on January 21st. McCartney explains, "The way I'd been brought up, my dad had always hammered into us to never get in debt, because we weren't that rich." 5
With this in mind, and little money in his pocket, McCartney decided to use a little ingenuity and transform his Rosetti into a sort of bass guitar. Permanently relieving an innocent piano of a few bass strings, he managed to turn the Solid 7 into a makeshift bass by taking three bass strings from the piano and fitting them on to the guitar. In those days a set of bass strings was expensive. 'Borrowing' a few strings from a piano proved to be much more economical.

McCartney explains, "All these clubs would wonder what had gone wrong with their pianos. We had some pliers and it was: 'All right lads, quick it's an A - which is the A?' Dong, dong! And we'd just nick an A-string. You'd be surprised how well they work." 6 McCartney got the idea from Sutcliffe. "Stuart ... lent me his bass, and I played bass for a few weeks ... He used to have piano strings on it, because you couldn't [image: image4.jpg]


get bass strings. They were a bit rare, you know, and they cost a lot too, about £2 for one string. So we would cut these big lengths of piano strings from the piano and wind them on the guitar." 7
	Tony Sheridan playing with The Beatles at the Top Ten in Hamburg. Sheridan (right) is playing his Martin D-28E electric-acoustic guitar.


The original pickguard and pickup assembly of the Rosetli was removed from the guitar during this transformation, and a new pickup was fitted to the bridge area of the guitar. This new mongrel bass version of the Solid 7 guitar served its purpose. McCartney used it throughout the spring of 1961 for numerous Beatle performances in and around Liverpool.

Another problem that plagued The Beatles at the time was getting decent transportation. With the number of shows they were performing, it was becoming difficult to move their equipment around town. Neil Aspinall, a friend of Best's who sometimes worked at the Casbah club, was hired by the group to transport them and their equipment to the various engagements. Aspinall bought a little old Commer van for £80 and became their driver, roadie and, later, their full-time road manager.

The Cavern
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Mona Best's Casbah coffee club had effectively been The Beatles' home gig, but an onslaught of new engagements around Liverpool saw them at a variety of different venues: the Cassanova club, the Aintree Institute and, most importantly, the Cavern. The club, in Mathew Street in central Liverpool, was in a series of cellars below a warehouse, and had been opened by Alan Sytner in 1957 as a jazz-only operation. Ray McFall bought the club from Sytner two years later and began to broaden its musical policy to include the new rock'n'roll, which proved particularly popular at lunchtime performances, attracting many young local workers.

On February 9th 1961 The Beatles performed for the first time at the Cavern, opening for house band The Bluegenes (later renamed The Swinging Blue Jeans). Lennon's original Quarry Men, pre-McCartney, had played at the Cavern jazz club, on August 7th 1957. Les Braid, bass player of the Bluegenes, recalls the '61 gig. "We were playing there from about 1958 as a skiffle group. The Beatles used to play around Liverpool, and of course they played in Hamburg, but the first time they played at night at the Cavern was on our guest night, which I think was on Tuesdays. We'd have all the bands guesting - Gerry & The Pacemakers, The Searchers, Billy J. Kramer - and we had The Beatles on as well.

"The Beatles became very popular and got their own night eventually, on Wednesdays. But they were rough and ready then. Like many other bands we used to rehearse like mad, and we could never understand how such a rough band could be so popular. We thought, you had to rehearse and be perfect to be good, but that obviously wasn't the case. "It made you wonder where The Beatles' material and influences and their act came from, because all the other bands were playing sort of Shadows-type stuff, with the smart suits and everything. The Beatles were so different. My first impression was that they were the biggest load of rubbish ... but then I became one of the biggest fans." 8 The Cavern was soon The Beatles' new stomping ground, and virtually a home base. As Braid has pointed out, they quickly secured their own night at the club, and played almost 300 performances there during the next two years.

By the end of February Sutcliffe had returned from Hamburg to visit his parents for a few weeks. While at home in Liverpool he sat in with The Beatles on bass. Photographs of the group taken at the Casbah at this time reveal The Beatles with two bass players: Sutcliffe playing his Hofner 333 bass and McCartney using his makeshift three-string Rosetti "bass". Harrison has the Futurama, and Lennon plays his new Rickenbacker.
	George on-stage with the band's equipment in Hamburg (left to right): Stu's 333 bass leaning on the Truvoice amp; George holding John's Rickenbacker (with a missing knob), and behind him the club's piano, the Gibson Les Paul amp, Paul's Rosetti Solid 7; George's Futurama; John's Fender Deluxe amp; and Pete's Premier drum kit.

	
	STUART LENT ME HIS BASS ... HE USED TO HAVE PIANO STRINGS ON IT, BECAUSE YOU COULDN'T GET BASS STRINGS
Paul McCartney



[image: image6.jpg]


Several Liverpudlian bands of the era interviewed for this book went to see The Beatles while Sutcliffe was in the group and remember McCartney with his three-string bass plugged in, but with the other end of the lead (cord) stuffed into his jacket pocket and not plugged into an amp at all. This may explain how the group overcame the sonic problem of two bass players. McCartney himself confirmed the practice when asked about his falling-apart Rosetti. "I used to ... piece it together and plug it in but not plug it in, [that is to say I would] just play it not plugged in." 9
This line-up did not last long. By mid-March Sutcliffe returned to Hamburg to his girlfriend, and continued to study painting at the city's State High School of Art Instruction.
Hamburg second trip - Top Ten club
The group now had to clear up the mess left behind in Hamburg and prepare for the tentative booking they had made with Peter Eckhorn to play at his Top Ten club in April. Harrison had turned 18, relieving the problems associated with being under-age. But a big hurdle remained with the German authorities concerning the deportation of McCartney and Best. It was Best's mother Mo who had written on behalf of the two musicians, promising their good behaviour and trying to persuade the German government to lift the threat of further deportation.
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	Live at the Top Ten club in Hamburg, and The Beatles are in transition. Paul, whose Rosetti is by now permanently out of action, his switched to piano – but he already owns his new Hofner violin bass guitar (it’s in the case by the piano) and it won’t be long before he’s using it as the band’s new bass player.


This time, The Beatles applied for proper work permits that would enable them to perform legally at the Top Ten club. Eckhorn too pleaded with the German immigration department on the group's behalf, going so far as to pay them 158 Deutschmarks to reimburse the cost of McCartney and Best's November deportation flight back to the UK. These efforts evidently worked, because a one-year lifting of the deportation ban was granted. The Beatles negotiated their final deal with Eckhorn and made their way back for their second stay in Hamburg. This time they travelled by train, equipment and all.

On April 1st they started their residency at the Top Ten club on the Reeperbahn in Hamburg, performing with Tony Sheridan. Best explained later that Sheridan was still very much the house musician at the club. "We thought we'd have our own show and then back him, but in fact Tony played every set that we played. So we played our numbers and he played his numbers. He liked us backing him because, again, there was this harmony ... we used to do [great harmonies] for him." 10
For the beginning of the group's stay at the Top Ten, Sutcliffe had returned as bass player. The full line-up was Sheridan on his electric-acoustic Martin D-28E flat-top guitar, Lennon playing his Rickenbacker 325 through his Fender Deluxe tweed amp, Harrison with his Futurama through the Selmer Truvoice amp, Best on his Premier drums, and Sutcliffe on his Hofner 333 bass through the Gibson Les Paul amp. With no need for four guitarists in the group, and with his Rosetti guitar converted to bass, McCartney decided to switch to playing piano. His Rosetti was starting to fall apart, probably due to the abnormal stress placed on the guitar's neck by the heavy bass strings he'd put on. McCartney explained, "When I went to Hamburg I had [the Rosetti], a really terrible British guitar with terrible action. It just fell apart on me ... just the heat in the club and the sweat made it fall apart. Eventually, I sort of busted it - early rumblings of The Who - in a drunken moment. It was busted somewhere, and it had to go. So I ended up with my back to the audience, playing piano, which was then the only thing I could do unless I could get a new guitar." 11
In an earlier account, McCartney said he didn't particularly want to be rid of the Rosetti, but didn't have much choice when it got smashed. "I dropped it one day," he recalled in a 1964 interview. "It wasn't a complete write-off, but I didn't think it was worth repairing. So all us - George, Stu, Pete and John, especially John - had a great time smashing it to bits by jumping up and down on it. Bit mad, I suppose. But we had to get rid of our pent-up energy sometimes, and it seemed the obvious thing to do at the time. I couldn't afford to buy a new guitar, so I became the official piano player. No, I didn't know how to play, but I knew a few chords, and the rest of the boys decided that they needed a pianist in the group, so for a few weeks I ruined the Top Ten club piano in Hamburg." 12
	
	IT SEEMED TO ME LIKE, BECAUSE I WAS LEFT-HANDED, IT LOOKED LESS DAFT, BECAUSE IT WAS SYMMETRICAL
Paul McCartney,
on his beloved Hofner violin bass



This line-up worked only for a short time, because Sutcliffe made it known that he intended eventually to leave the group and concentrate on his college studies and painting career. With that prospect, McCartney knew he would have to resume his role of bass player.
Best says that Sutcliffe had already made his decision by the time the group came to record with producer Burt Kaempfert for the Polydor label in June. "That solved our problem, because we felt Paul was going to be better recording-wise than Slu. Some people have said that it was already in our minds to kick Slu out, and that's wrong. It was very much a case that we'd asked Paul if he didn't mind covering for Stu at the recording session - and that's as far as we'd taken it. But when Stu announced that he'd be leaving, it relieved us of that sort of embarrassment. It was a case of Stu saying to Paul: you lake over the bass or do what you want to do, wilh my blessing." 13
Paul's first Hofner violin bass

Sutcliffe's announcement must have helped McCartney make up his mind to start looking for a real bass as a replacement for the smashed Rosetti. "Stu lent me his bass for a week or so," 14 remembers McCartney. Being left-handed, McCartney had to play Sutcliffe's Hofner 333 Bass upside-down. "Eventually I found a nice little shop in the centre of Hamburg, near a big department store. ... I saw this bass in the window, this violin-shaped bass, the Hofner. We'd window-shopped, we'd looked at it. ... I thought it looked pretty good. I liked its lightness, too. So I bought it, and I think it was only about £30. It was a good price, anyway, and we were earning reasonable money." 15
	Stu and George playing at the Top Ten club in Hamburg. Stu is still on bass -but just behind him leans Paul's new violin bass, ready to go.


It was on the second floor of the Steinway shop in the centre of Hamburg that McCartney found this solution to his problem: a German-made Hofner 500/1 bass, nicknamed the "violin" bass for its body shape. Günter Höper was one of six salesmen at Steinway at the time. "Paul McCartney bought his Hofner bass from me," says Höper. "As usual in those days, he bought it in instalments. We offered a ten-payment deal, and so we had to set up a contract, for which we needed his passport number. However, Paul had left his passport at the Top Ten club, so I went with him to the club to get the passport and do the deal." 16 Höper says the price of the bass was 287 Deutschmarks.
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"I couldn't afford a Fender," McCartney recalled later. "Fenders even then seemed to be about £100. All I could afford really was about £30. Always teetering on the edge of not having much - so I didn't really want to spend that much. So ... I found this Hofner violin bass. And to me it seemed like, because I was left-handed, it looked less daft because it was symmetrical. ... So I got into that. That became my main bass." 17
The chances of finding a left-handed Hofner bass on display in a music shop in 1961 was next to impossible. In fact the Hofner was specially ordered for McCartney as a left-hander. Most likely he saw the bass, realised it would look good when played left-handed, and enquired about a custom bass. With Hofner based in Germany it would have been relatively easy to order a left-handed instrument. The major change was to shift the pickguard and the hole for the electronics to the opposite side of the body. The Steinway shop probably saw this as a simple way to achieve a sale.

Tony Sheridan thinks left-handed instruments were not available at all in Hamburg. "This would have been a special order direct from Hofner," he insists. "As there were next to no German rock musicians around, there was no demand for anything much in the way of quality instruments, let alone a left-handed bass. I shouldn't be surprised if Hofner didn't make their first left-handed bass for Paul." 18
Another piece of evidence that points to McCartney's bass being specially made comes from a 1963 magazine. "[McCartney's] left-handed Hofner bass was specially altered for him in Germany and is not available in this country," 19 ran a report in a British musicians' publication. Best recalls being with McCartney at the time. "He didn't just go into a shop and buy it off the peg, he got it custom made." 20 The Hofner 500/1 violin bass became McCartney's signature instrument. Soon it was unofficially known as the Hofner Beatle Bass and became an important part of the look as well as the sound of The Beatles.

The sound of the Hofner 500/1 is very "round" and rich, with a prominent midrange tone due in part, to its hollow body. At times it can be quite bass-heavy if played in the higher register of the neck, a quality that is evident on some later Beatle recordings. Hofner 500/1 basses are lightweight and have a thin, comfortable neck, with a string action that can be set very low. The main disadvantage of these Hofner basses is that they are very fragile. They are not very durable, and are not tolerant to typical musician abuse. In time, most develop neck problems. Many old examples found today have repairs to neck cracks that developed where the body and neck join.

McCartney usually played his Hofner with the Treble switch off and the Bass switch on. The Rhythm/Solo switch he usually selected to Rhythm, which would activate only the forward neck-position pickup, producing the instrument's fullest, richest and most powerful bass tone. Pictures of The Beatles performing at the lop Ten club reveal McCartney with his new Hofner 500/1 violin bass and Sutcliffe, still with the band, playing his Hofner 333 Bass. The arrival of McCartney's new Hofner bass heralds Sutcliffe's imminent departure from the group.
	Paul with his first Hofner 500/1 "violin" bass guitar, acquired during the group's visit to Hamburg in 1961. The bass was specially made for him left-handed.
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With this instrumental transition there also came a change in The Beatles' amplification. Harrison managed to acquire the outgoing Sutcliffe's Gibson GA-40 Les Paul amplifier, which he used with his Futurama guitar. McCartney needed something larger than his little Elpico amplifier for his new bass and began to use Harrison's more powerful Selmer Truvoice amplifier. Lennon continued to play the Rickenbacker through his Fender Deluxe amp.

During this second trip to Hamburg, Lennon started to have problems with his Rickenbacker. Various pictures from the trip show that the four supplied art deco "oven" knobs had a habit of falling off. The pictures reveal first the lack of a top knob, which was then replaced, and then a bottom knob came off and was in turn replaced. This was the beginning of a series of knob replacements that Lennon's Rickenbacker 325 would experience, and the guitar would later go through a succession of more major changes and transformations.
Tony Sheridan and The Beatles
	
	OUR BEST WORK WAS NEVER RECORDED ... AS SOON AS WE MADE IT ... THE EDGES WERE KNOCKED OFF
John Lennon



During their residency at the Top Ten the group played for many hours with Tony Sheridan, and they all lived together above the club. Sheridan claims an early influence on Harrison's choice of guitars, saying that the Beatle guitarist had noticed the Futurama Sheridan often played in the late 1950s during his British TV appearances. "That Futurama wasn't too bad, considering the general quality of instruments - or lack of it - in those days," Sheridan laughs.

During his association with The Beatles in Hamburg Sheridan used a few quite different guitars: an acoustic-electric Martin D-28K, and two Gibson ES-175s, the first with one pickup, the second with two, and both with Bigsby vibrato arms. The 175 was a hollow-body archtop electric model, much revered by jazz players for its fine tone and easy playability. "On stage with The Beatles nightly, for long hours, guitars were passed around quite a bit," Sheridan recalls. "I guess I infected them with my regard for a full sound and quality rather than guitars with a certain image. I used to insist on good guitars. I was into guitars much more. I had a little bit more money, you see, so I could import some good things, like the Gibsons. We used to get our guitars through the Steinway store in Hamburg. It was the only place to go, in the middle of town, and the sole place one could order guitars from the States, it was a very well known place, very respectable, and primarily known for selling pianos."

With the continuing shortage of American-made guitars among British musicians, Sheridan's Gibson ES-175s caused quite a stir. "My 175 - I wish I still had it-was often used by John and George on stage during our collaboration in Hamburg," he says. "It was always nice for them to use a good guitar rather than a rubbish one. I never understood John using this tinny-sounding Rickenbacker. I used to hate the bloody thing! They just didn't sound good - I'd tell him that. But they still liked to play on my Gibson, or even the Martin. When the night got long, in the early wee hours we used to sit on the stage. Sometimes we couldn't stand up any more, just through fatigue and a couple of beers or whatever. We would sit down and play the big guitars and get into a quieter mood - and out of that situation I think they started to write a lot of ballads." 21
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	By the middle of 1961, the Beatles relationship with their first "manager", Allan Williams, had broken down. Williams, who once claimed "sole direction" for the band (as seen on the card above), had organised many of their early gigs in Liverpool and Hamburg. Before the end of the year, though, the management vacancy would be amply filled.


First recording deal

By mid-June, during the Top Ten engagement, The Beatles and Tony Sheridan were approached by Bert Kaempfert, a German orchestra leader and songwriter who had achieved success with an American number-one hit, 'Wonderland By Night". Kaempfert had offered to make a recording for possible release on the German Polydor label. The group eagerly accepted the recording and publishing deal.
The recording session was held in a makeshift studio in a school auditorium. Best was taken aback: "Studio? We wondered if we'd come to the right place. We had been expecting a recording set-up on the grand scale; after all, Bert was a big name and Polydor an important label, part of the Deutsche Grammophon company. Instead we found ourselves in an unexciting school hall with a massive stage and lots of drapes. The recording equipment was backstage. We were expected to play behind Tony on the stage, as if the whole thing was an outside broadcast. Surely this couldn't be the place where Bert made his own smoochy bestsellers? It was - and he was perfectly satisfied with the conditions." 22
	Sheridan also played a Gibson ES-175 archtop electric guitar (catalogue shot, right) while in Hamburg, which would have been The Beatles' first brush with a real American-made Gibson guitar.


The recording did not include Sutcliffe, whose departure from the band coincided with the Kaempfert sessions. McCartney played bass. The Beatles recorded a handful of songs backing Tony Sheridan, including 'My Bonnie Lies Over The Ocean' and 'When The Saints Go Marching In' which were released as a single on Polydor. At these same sessions, the group recorded two songs without Sheridan: 'Ain't She Sweet', sung by Lennon, and an original guitar instrumental penned by Lennon and Harrison entitled 'Cry For A Shadow'. Harrison has explained its origins in the group's joking references to The Shadows, the prime British guitar-instrumental band of the time. Shadows-style bands had matching ties and handkerchiefs and smart suits, with lead-guitar players wearing specs to look like Buddy Holly and employing a funny stage-walk while they were playing. The Beatles, by contrast, were leather-clad rockers who favoured Chuck Berry and Little Richard.

"So we used to always joke about the Shadows," said Harrison, "and actually in Hamburg we had to play so long [we would play The Shadows' hit Apache']. John and I were just bullshitting one day, and he had this new little Rickenbacker with a funny kind of wobble bar on it. [He started off'Cry For a Shadow'] and I just came in, and we made it up right on the spot. Then we started playing it a couple of nights, and it got on a record somehow. But it was really a joke." 23
The Beatles used the same equipment for the recording session as they did at the Top Ten, but Sheridan says they also played his ES-175. "They used it on some of the recordings. John used it on a couple of rhythm tracks that I wasn't on, 'Cry For A Shadow' and 'Ain't She Sweet'. It sounded good in the studio just through a Fender amp." Polydor released the single of 'My Bonnie' and 'The Saints' in the summer in Germany, credited to Tony Sheridan and the "Beat Brothers" instead of The Beatles. Apparently Polydor felt that "Beatles" sounded too much like a German slang word for penis (possibly "Schniedel").

It could have been a Strat

Best says that Harrison had always looked to the music first over such considerations as "birds and booze" and was forever experimenting with different tones and the improvement of his sound. From all accounts it seems that Harrison thought a lot about guitars - and especially about acquiring new ones. During the group's second stay in Hamburg, Harrison was once again on the look-out for a new guitar.

Had it not. been for an incident with a rival band, Harrison may well have played a Fender Stratocaster in the early days of The Beatles. For the second half of the group's engagement in Hamburg they once again shared the stage with fellow Liverpudlians Rory Storm & The Hurricanes. A distinct rivalry had developed between the two outfits.

Harrison was finding his Futurama difficult to play, not least because of its very high "action", a technical term for the height of the strings from the fingerboard. "Nevertheless, it did look kind of futuristic," Harrison recalled recently. "Then when I was in Hamburg I found out that some guy had a Stratocaster for sale, and I arranged that I was going to go first thing the next morning and buy it. I believe it was a white one. And this fellow who was the guitar player in Rory Storm & The Hurricanes ... found out about it too, and he got up earlier and went and bought it. By the time I got there it had gone. I was so disappointed it scarred me for life, that experience. I think after that happened I got [my] Gretsch - it was a denial kind of thing." 24
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Johnny Guitar, lead guitarist in Rory Storm & The Hurricanes, remembered arranging to meet The Beatles in Hamburg's Steinway music shop. Storm was going to lend them 1300 Deutschmarks to buy Harrison a Fender. "I asked Rory why he was lending them the money when our own guitarist, Ty Brian, needed one. So when we got there Rory told them he'd changed his mind and we were buying the guitar for Ty. All hell broke loose and Lennon went mad, but Ty held his own, rolling around the floor. They ignored us for a few days after, but it all blew over." 25
The Beatles finished their engagement at the Top Ten on July 1st and headed back to Liverpool. Now decked out all in black leather, the group resumed their home gigs, frequenting the Cavern and other venues around Liverpool. Photographs taken of them at the Cavern in July show McCartney with his new Hofner bass, Lennon with his Rickenbacker 325, and Harrison still playing his Futurama guitar. But Harrison was clearly ready to make a change.

With the German Stratocaster incident behind him, Harrison set his sights on acquiring a new guitar. As he had written to his friend Arthur Kelly in an earlier letter, "the one I want is the Gretsch". Harrison was [image: image11.png]


starting to get a bit more money at this time and had saved around £75. "I saw an ad in the paper in Liverpool," he recalled later, "and there was a guy selling his guitar. I bought [a Gretsch Duo Jet from a sailor] who had bought it in America and brought it back. It was my first real American guitar - and I'll tell you, it was secondhand, but I polished that thing. I was so proud to own that." 26
	A British-made Reslo microphone like the ones that The Beatles used at this time in and around Liverpool, especially at the Cavern


Harrison has described the Duo Jet as his "first good guitar", adding that it wasn't easy to acquire an American guitar in Liverpool back in the early 1960s, because of scarcity and cost. "I saved my money from the gigs I had started playing, and one night in the Liverpool Echo I saw the advert under For Sale. I rushed to the address that was given, with about £75 cash in my pocket, and returned home the very pleased owner of that Gretsch. I still have it, till this day, after playing it through the Hamburg days and Cavern years, tours of Europe to America in '64 and many, many of The Beatles recordings." 27
Gretsch had introduced the "solidbody" electric Duo jet in 1953 to compete with Gibson's Les Paul model, in a quite similar body style. It was not in fact a true solidbody guitar, but rather semi-solid with hollow "pockets" in the body. Harrison's Gretsch model 6128 Duo Jet bears the serial number 21179, dating its manufacture probably to 1957.
A 1957 Gretsch Duo Jet is a rare guitar today, highly sought-after among guitar collectors. The playability and tone of most 1950s Duo Jets is outstanding. Its semi-solid mahogany body provides a deep, rich tone while the single-coil pickups help deliver a fine treble response, combining into a tone unique to these early Duo Jets. Another bonus is the guitar's very thin neck, which is comfortable and easy to play. So it's no surprise that this guitar started Harrison's love affair with Gretsch guitars - one that has lasted to this day.

Early days of PA systems

At the start of the 1960s, rock'n'roll bands with electric guitars were still a new idea. No one quite knew how they should sound - or how to make them sound the way they should. The general availability and quality of guitars was low, and the same was true of amplifiers, whether for instruments or voice.
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	Martin's D-28E was a flat-top acoustic guitar with built-in electric pickup and controls - as used by Tony Sheridan.


PA (public address) systems, for vocal amplification, were primitive. The average PA system for a band used a single 12-inch loudspeaker cabinet, probably set on stage in line with the guitar amplifiers, and usually powered by a small, low-wattage amp built into the same box. Maybe two or three microphones were used, and only for vocals. A larger PA might have a couple of small speaker cabinets on either side of the stage. These set-ups were a long way from today's sophisticated high-tech sound systems where every instrument is miked three different ways, sent through automated 96-channel mixing boards, funnelled into massive, multi-thousand-watt power amps, and pumped out to huge walls of high-energy, blow-your-head-off speaker systems.

Watching a band perform back then through the sparse, primitive PA equipment would have been a completely different experience. Bands playing in the early 1960s through such relatively crude equipment must have given an instant impression of their capabilities, unhidden by grand effects or impressive sound.
Chris Huston, guitarist for The Undertakers, another Liverpool group of the time, reminds us to bear in mind that at the time none of the bands in Liverpool - or anywhere else in Britain - had any experience. Players were thrown into the situation and had to make the best of what they had. "But it certainly beat working," he laughs. "Here we were, probably working more hours than if you had a regular job - but it wasn't [image: image12.png]


work. Everything was seat-of-the-pants stuff."
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Brian Kelly - who as we've seen booked The Beatles for their run at the Litherland Town Hall, and also promoted events at the Aintree Institute - supplied PA systems for many venues in Liverpool through his Alpha Sound Services. Chris Huston reminisces about the kind of PA gear you might expect in those days: "There'd be Reslo ribbon microphones, and little amplifiers of 25 or 35 watts output. These were not sophisticated times, by any means. It was when music was fun. The very essence of music for us and for most of the groups in Liverpool was excitement. You needed it in a place that was depressed, where it rained every bloody day, where people were out of work. And the people who had jobs might work 60 hours a week on the docks. Here we were earning more every night than the average person earned in a week. Everyone knew everybody else and all the bands used to go and see each other. There was something happening. There was magic in the air." 28
	George's Gretsch Duo Jet. George bought this instrument in the summer of 1961 after seeing an ad in a Liverpool newspaper - and so became the second Beatle to own an American-made guitar Geroge's Duo Jet, which he still owns today, was made in 1957. On the left is a Bigsby catalogue from the period.


It seems that the Liverpudlian bands of the early 1960s managed to turn less into more at their live shows. With very little equipment, groups had to rely on talent and sheer energy to get themselves across. Perhaps this is what Lennon was getting at when, years later, he said, "Our best work was never recorded. We were performing in Liverpool, Hamburg and other dancehalls. What we generated was fantastic. When we played straight rock, there was nobody to touch us in Britain. As soon as we made it ... the edges were knocked off." 29
Every Liverpudlian musician interviewed for this book has fond memories of the city's most famous music store, Frank Hessy's. We'll let Pete Best underline the importance of this store to the Mersey bands. "Everyone in Liverpool went to Hessy's," confirms Best. "It was the music store - the band's store. Rushworth's was the more musical store, if you wanted pianos, drum kits, and so on, and was up on London Row before it moved into the same vicinity as Hessy's.

"But it was Jim Gretty at Hessy's - Uncle Jim as we used to call him - who was a friend to everyone and every musician. Whether you went in there to buy strings or listen to him play or were with someone to look at guitars, or buy your sticks in there, it was normally Jim you ended up talking to. He was the man in Liverpool at that time. We all loved him." 30 It was at Hessy's that The Beatles bought most of their musical equipment and supplies while in Liverpool.

Lennon's Rickenbacker gets wobble and knobs

Photographs taken of The Beatles performing at the Cavern between mid-July and mid-August 1961 show Harrison with his new Gretsch Duo Jet and Lennon with his Rickenbacker 325, still with its factory-fitted Kauffman vibrato system and "oven" style knobs. Harrison's new Gretsch with its Bigsby vibrato must have intrigued Lennon, because he soon acquired a Bigsby for his own Rickenbacker. Lennon had quickly become dissatisfied with the Kauffman, which was a crude and unusual sideways-action system. The 
	The Beatles at the Cavern in the summer of 1961. George has his new Gretsch Duo Jet, with Bigsby vibrato, and John his Rickenbacker 325 still with its Kauffman vibrato - soon to be changed to a Bigsby.
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point of a vibrato was to slightly raise or lower the pitch of a string or strings when the arm was moved, giving a simple pitch-change effect or a more extreme "wobbling" sound.

Pete Best confirms that Lennon didn't think much of the poor Kauffman "twang arm", as he called it. "He liked the Bigsby simply because it was stronger and there was more leverage in it, he could twang the notes a little more, even though he didn't do it that much. He felt more comfortable with a Bigsby on it as opposed to the Kauffman which, to be quite honest, looked just like a spoon sucking out of the guitar." 31
Chris Huston of The Undertakers tells an interesting story about how Lennon acquired the Bigsby vibrato for his Rickenbacker. "I'd had a Gibson Les Paul Special," says Huston, "which came from the factory with a Bigsby unit behind the: bridge. John had that little wham my bar on his Rickenbacker and we started talking about it one day. So he ordered a Bigsby unit from Hessy's - I don't think they were a stock item."
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When Lennon's Bigsby came in to Hessy's he invited Huston to go with him to pick it up. "Jim Gretty was there, of course," recalls Huston. "He was a local legend. There were pictures of him all over the walls of the shop dressed in a cowboy suit - he was a player himself, did a sort, of English version of country & western. So we just put John's Rickenbacker right on the counter, look the strings off, and put. the new Bigsby on right there and then. A new aluminium bridge came with the separate Bigsby vibrato, so we just put that on as well."

Technically, the Rickenbacker's original bridge is better for individual string adjustment and intonation, but for some reason Lennon chose to install the more basic Bigsby "bow-tie" aluminium bridge that came with the vibrato system. "We just did it," says Huston. "It was something new, I suppose, and we just put it on."

	John at the Cavern with his '58 Rjckenbacker 325, complete with its new Bigsby vibrato and fresh set of control knobs.


When asked how Lennon liked the performance of the new Bigsby, Huston says, "It was like he'd graduated. The old one just didn't have the same excursion." Huston adds that the Undertakers' rhythm guitarist, Geoff Nugent, worked as an artificial-limb mechanic at Broad Green Hospital. "So he brought us the springs from artificial limbs which he'd grind down, and we'd put those in our Bigsbys instead of the Bigsby springs. Some of them were flesh coloured! So we had artificial-limb springs in our Bigsbys." 32
Billy Kinsley, bassist for The Merseybeats, recalls hanging out in Hessy's one rainy afternoon with the group's guitarist, Tony Crane, when John Lennon walked into the shop. "He 
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	Frank Hessy's music store in the centre of Liverpool was the group's favourite place to buy instruments and supplies. It was here, with the help of the shop's manager Jim Gretty, that John changed the Kauffman vibrato on his Rickenbacker to a Bigsby.


had the Bigsby on his Rickenbacker, but he kept losing the spring from it. In Liverpool at the time you couldn't get spare parts, like in America. So Jim Gretty would nick one from another Bigsby. Jim was a friend of John's, and he'd tell him to nick a spring off another guitar.

"Also that day I remember telling John that I'd ordered a Gibson bass from the States, a little EB-0, and he said that he and George really wanted Paul to get a different bass. They didn't like the violin bass, and they wanted him to get an EB-0. Obviously this was before The Beatles were famous, before the rest of the world saw that violin bass - and it became Paul's trademark. But I often wonder what would have happened if he'd got one of those little Gibsons." 33
The Bigsby model B-5 vibrato that Lennon had fitted to his Rickenbackcr 325 at Hessy's was a British-made version, produced under license from the US Bigsby company by Selmer in the UK. The "British" B-5 is slightly smaller than the original US version and has a less strongly etched Bigsby brandname. The cost of the unit at the time was 12 guineas (£12.60. about $35 then; around £165 or $230 in today's money).

The addition of the Bigsby B-5 and "bow-tie" bridge to Lennon's Rickenbacker 325 was not the only change. He also decided, following many instances of the 325's knobs falling off, to remove the original art deco "oven" control knobs and replace them with more basic looking chrome knobs. Huston says the knobs came from a little hi-fi and radio store, Curry Electronics, near Rushworth's. "Maybe it was John's shot at customisation," he says. 34 As we've already seen, Lennon had an apparently continual problem with knobs falling off this guitar.

On August 19th The Beatles played a show at the Aintree Institute in Liverpool, and photographs taken at the performance show Lennon playing his newly modified Rickenbacker-with Bigsby vibrato and "bow-tie" bridge - through his Fender Deluxe amp. McCartney has his Hofher bass, playing through the Selmer Truvoice amp, and Harrison his new Gretsch Duo Jet plugged into the Gibson GA-40 Les Paul amp. Best is of course faithfully playing his Premier drum set.

One might wonder what Lennon did with the discarded Kaulfman vibrato and Rickenbacker bridge. Another photograph taken this year, of Rory Storm & The Hurricanes, shows Johnny Guitar playing his Guyatone electric guitar with a non-standard Kauffman vibrato fitted. Johnny Guitar explains: "John gave me the vibrato arm and the bridge off his Rickenbacker. I put the vibrato on my guitar but it was no good, it didn't work properly, so I soon took it off again. But I've still got the bridge that was on John's first Rickenbacker."

The birth of Mersey Beat newspaper

By now the music scene in Liverpool was thriving, with hundreds of bands playing nightly at the different venues in and around the city. Bill Harry, a former schoolmate of Lennon's, was well aware of the scene, and decided to start a newspaper devoted to music in Liverpool, Mersey Beat. It was Harry who helped promote his old art-school friend's band by putting The Beatles on the front cover of the second issue of the paper, complete with the headline "Beatles Sign Recording Contract!" According to Harry, it may have been this issue of Mersey Beat that attracted a record shop manager named Brian Epstein to The Beatles.

"Nobody was really aware of what was going on in Liverpool until the advent of Mersey Beat," Harry says. "There was no publicity of any kind. The media completely ignored rock'n'roll. There were no papers or anything about the groups. But when Mersey Beat came out we wrote about all the groups, and how big the scene was.

"I took the first issue to the NEMS shop and asked to see the manager, who was Brian Epstein. He said he'd take a dozen, and by that same afternoon he'd sold them out. He was quite amazed that they sold out so quickly, so he kept ordering more and they kept selling out. So with issue number two he ordered 144 copies - which was amazing for one small store."

The entire from cover of the second issue, out in July 1961, covered the story about The Beatles recording in Hamburg. Epstein was intrigued, and invited Harry up to his office to have a chat. Me was, says Harry, astonished that there was so much musical activity in Liverpool. Epstein appeared in Mersey Beat's pages from issue three, as the paper's record reviewer, and soon began placing ads for his NEMS store.

"Then," continues Harry, "compère/DJ Bob Wooler wrote this big article about The Beatles and how sensational they were - and NEMS had an advert on the same page. Virtually every issue had The Beatles in. So Brian started asking about the groups, the scene, The Beatles and all the rest of it. Then he phoned me up and asked me if I could arrange for him to go down to the Cavern. So I fixed him up to go clown there - and of course that was when he saw The Beatles." 35
Epstein made his way to the Cavern club to see the group perform at a lunchtime session on November 9th. He wrote later that he had never seen anything like The Beatles on any stage. "They smoked as they played, and they ate and talked and pretended to hit each other," wrote Epstein. "They turned their backs on the audience and shouted at them and laughed at private jokes. But they gave a captivating and honest show, and they had very considerable magnetism... "I loved their ad libs and I was fascinated by this, to me, new music with its pounding bass beat and its vast, engulfing sound." 36 After the show Epstein met the group and tried to find out about their German single. It seems the reception he got was lukewarm at best.
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Adrian Barber and the Coffin bass amplification

The "pounding" bass that Epstein described was due in part to a new addition to The Beatles' equipment line-up. In the early 1960s there was really no such thing as a proper bass amplifier. Most bass players would use the most powerful guitar amplifier that they could get their hands on. But these were not designed for bass guitar, and did not provide the deep, throbbing bass tones that bass guitarists wanted. As The Beatles evolved their sound and Best perfected his "atomic beat" the group were searching for a stronger and more solid bass sound.

The band considered by many to be the loudest and most aggressive in Liverpool was The Big Three. They bad started out as Cass & The Cassanovas, a four-piece until leader and frontman Brian Casser left during the beginning of 1961. The remaining members stayed together to form The Big Three: Johnny Gustafson on bass, guitarist Adrian Barber, and Liverpool's loudest drummer, Johnny Hutchinson, on the skins.
	Two cool cats: Paul with his Hofner bass, and Pete with his marine-pearl Premier drum kit.


Barber says that when they became a trio there was an instant problem: he and Gustafson weren't loud enough to project over Hutchinson's drumming. Even the relatively punchy Selmer Truvoice amp was not enough. Barber, however, had an interest in electronics from his days m the merchant navy. He'd met a local jazz guitarist, Denis Kealing, who said he could build him an amp along with a speaker cabinet with a 12-inch Goodmans driver. Barber agreed, and used that set-up with The Cassanovas.

When it came to The Big Three, Barber went out and bought a book about loudspeakers produced by G A Briggs, who owned the British Wharfedale speaker company, and inside he found construction details for various sizes of cabinets. "I decided on one, and Denis Kealing said he could get me a 15-inch speaker," recalls Barber. "I built a set-up for the bass guitar and for the vocal, in a cabinet about five feet tall by about 18 inches square. It was a 'ported' reflex cabinet made out of three-quarter-inch chipboard with inch-by-inch bracing inside. It was screwed and glued and was very well built - it didn't vibrate. It was filled with fibreglass padding on the inside to cut down the resonances.

"I happened to have a Quad hi-fi amp," Barber continues. "In those days hi-fi was mono, there wasn't stereo. So this amp was one-channel, with two KT66 valves [tubes], and a good output transformer that would pass a lot of bass frequencies. I used that and mounted it in a metal ammunitions case, so we could carry it around without killing it. Johnny Gustafson used it as his bass amp, and it was very successful.

"When we carried it we bad to lower it on its side, because it was long and skinny. The first time we took it down to the Cavern, we struggled down the tiny stairs there. As we carried this black-painted thing across the room it looked just like a coffin - and that's how it got its name: the Coffin. Now, the Cavern was the underground basement of a warehouse, with three vaulted brick-built archways. Over the years water had seeped down and brought calcium deposits with it, which had settled in the ceiling bricks. So when Johnny plucked that first bass note it was like a shower of snow corning down. People went, 'Wow look at that ... and listen to that.' So we were really impressed, and I got ambitious at that point."

For his own guitar amp Barber added another 12-inch speaker to the design, plus some midrange horns and four tweeters, all from Goodmans, as well as a Leak amp to power it and a pre-amp that he built himself. "'I got a lot of treble out of it," says Barber. "In those days treble was a big thing with guitars, the more treble the better. Then I built an 18-inch ported reflex bass cabinet for Johnny, and that's what we ended up with. Nobody had heard anything like tins. People were freaking out."

Other bands began to notice the relative sophistication of The Big Three's amplification, especially the bass gear. "Liverpool wasn't a competitive scene, before it got commercial," explains Barber. '"All the bands co-operated with one another and backed each other up. It was a cool scene, and I started to build these things for other people. Paul McCartney asked me to make him a Coffin. It had a single 15-inch speaker in a reflex-ported cabinet, with two chrome handles and wheels on the side." 37
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	This picture captures the group in their classic leather-clad period, complete with their soon-to-be-famous Beatle guitars: Rickenbacker 325, Gretsch Duo Jet and Hofner violin bass.


McCartney started to use a Barber Coffin speaker cabinet during the late part of 1961. He used his existing Selmer Truvoice to power the new cabinet by disconnecting the speaker on the Selmer and feeding the output of its power amp to the Coffin. This speaker/amp combination produced a much more powerful bass tone. McCartney himself recalls, "Adrian made me a great bass amp that he called the Coffin. And, man! Suddenly that was a total other world. That was bass as we know it now. It was like reggae bass: it was just too right there. It was great live." 38
Pete Best too remembers the Coffin. "Neil Aspinall and I used to carry it. Every couple of shows there'd be a flight of stairs which you had to carry this thing up, and it was then we'd wonder why he couldn't have got something smaller. We'd have sweat streaming off us. But the beauty of it was, with all the laughing and joking aside, it did produce a great sound. The first time Paul plugged it in and used it, we just said my god, this is incredible. It added to The Beatles sound." 39
The group were using their new equipment line-up by their November 24th Operation Big Beat performance at the Tower Ballroom, New Brighton, and on December 8th at the Cavern with singer Davy Jones. Lennon had his Rickenbacker 325 guitar equipped with Bigsby vibrato and "radio" knobs, played through his Fender Deluxe amplifier. Harrison played his Gretsch Duo Jet guitar through his Gibson G-40 Les Paul amp. Best was on his Premier drum set, and McCartney played his Hofner 500/1 bass through his Selmer Truvoice amp connected to the Barber Coffin speaker cabinet. Photographs of The Beatles' first London show, on December 9th, reveal that McCartney did not use the Coffin bass cabinet. This was probably due in part to the problems the group must have had in transporting the large cabinet south from Liverpool to London. For this gig, with the Coffin left behind, McCartney reverted to using the Selmer Truvoice with its self-conlained single 12-inch speaker.

Many of the musicians in the bands that The Beatles performed with tell of how they would borrow one another's amps and guitars and often swap equipment for shows. Some groups copied Barber's Coffin set-up. Billy Kinsley of The Merseybeats, for example, remembers that they would regularly use The Beatles' gear, and vice versa. "This was before they got their Vox AC-30s," says Kinsley, "when John had the little Fender and George the little Gibson. Tony Crane in our band had a small Fender amp, and I had a bass amp which I'd made myself. The Beatles' equipment used to come back to our house quite a few times. I lived off the West Derby Road and Pete Best and Neil Aspinall lived in West Derby, so they had to go past our house going home from town.

"So let's say The Beatles were third on at the Cavern and we were fourth. Neil [Aspinall, Beatles roadie] would go home after their set, we'd use their equipment, and then our road manager would go home and take all their equipment back 10 our house on the way. So one day I measured Paul's cabinet, the Coffin, and made myself a copy of it. 40 Kinsley's Coffin copy is today on display at The Beatles Story museum in Liverpool.

Paris and the Beatle haircut

At the beginning of October Lennon and McCartney took a trip to Paris. Apparently, a relative of Lennon's had given him £100 for his birthday. "I'd never seen so much money in my life," Lennon recalled later. "Paul and I just cancelled all the engagements and left for Paris, and George was furious because he needed the work, the money..."
Lennon went on to explain how he was always torn between looking arty and looking like a rocker. But it was when the pair went to Paris and saw a different style of hair and dress that they picked up the so-called Beatle haircut.

"It was really trying to do a French haircut," said Lennon, "where they don't have it parted at the side, but they have it parted high, a bit forward. Paul and I were there trying to cut each other's hair in that style. Also, the kids by the Moulin Rouge were wearing flared trousers in '61 and the round-neck jackets. So we went to a shop and bought one and thought oh, we'll make suits out of this. And they became Beatle suits.

"We just tried everything, and because we got famous, they said we were leading the fashion. But when we came back from Hamburg with the hair combed forward, the people in Liverpool were laughing at us. They said, 'You're queer, fags on stage!' And we had a hard time with the haircut. But we knew we liked it." 41
With the birthday money gone, Lennon and McCartney returned from France and The Beatles continued to perform almost daily in and around Liverpool.

Managing The Beatles

NEMS store manager Brian Epstein continued to frequent The Beatles' performances, and would sometimes meet briefly with the band after shows. Epstein said later, "There was something enormously attractive about them. I liked the way they worked and the obvious enthusiasm they put into their numbers...
"It was the boys themselves, though, who really swung it. Each had something, which I could see would be highly commercial, if only someone could push it to the top. They were different characters but they were so obviously part of the whole. Quite frankly, I was excited about their prospects, provided some things could be changed." 42
Slowly Epstein built a casual acquaintance with the group, and toyed with the idea of managing them. Harrison explains, "Eventually he started talking about [him] becoming our manager. Well, we hadn't really had anybody actually volunteer [to do so] in that sense. At the same time, he was very honest about it, like saying he didn't really know anything about managing a group like us. He sort of hinted that he was keen if we'd go along with him."

Epstein invited The Beatles to a formal meeting at his office in Whitechapel to discuss the possibilities of managing the group. On December 6th, Epstein made his proposal. For a fee of 25 per cent of the band's total gross earnings he would take over the responsibility of booking the group, promising that they would see an increase in their pay.

Epstein also promised that he could expand their bookings to a wider radius, to towns outside Liverpool. But most importantly he promised to secure them a recording contract with a major record company. Epstein's pitch sat well with the group and they agreed to have him represent them as their manager.

Epstein had a great deal of work to do. Not only did he start booking them for higher fees, but he began to focus on their image and presentation. On December 17th he booked the group for their first professional photo session, with Liverpool photographer Albert Marrion. This shoot yielded the famous picture of them decked out in leather and holding their guitars, with Best at his Premier drum set (minus rack tom).
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Epstein would use these pictures as The Beatles' first promotional photos. Years later one showed up as the cover photo for the Savage Young Beatles album, a US release containing some of the Polydor recordings.

The new manager put most of his efforts into seeking a recording contract. Using his position at NEMS, one of northern England's largest record retailers, he tried to gain the attention of the British record labels.
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After some luck he managed to persuade Mike Smith, an A&R representative from Decca Records, to attend a Beatle performance at the Cavern on December 13th, although this failed to land an instant contract. But it did secure a recording audition at Decca's London studios, to be held on January 1st 1962.
It looked as if a big record deal was just a few hundred miles away.
	Guitarist Adrian Barber designed and built speaker cabinets, nicknamed 'Coffins", for his group The Big Three, as seen in the shots above. Barber also built a Coffin bass rig for Paul McCartney, who later acquired The Big Three's Quad amplifier (pictured in the top photo, bottom right).


