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“What have I done to deserve such a fate?
I realize I have left it too late
And so it’s true, pride comes before a fall
I’m telling you so that you won’t lose all ”
— John Lennon, “I’m a Loser,” 1964




Do You Want To Know A Secret?


I’ve sold my soul to the devil.

— John Lennon



The Beatles first landed in the United States on February 7, 1964. It was a Friday. It was also my eighth birthday.

On the school-bus ride home, some older girls were sitting ahead of me and one of them said, “Oh, The Beatles are on Ed Sullivan this weekend.” I didn’t know what that meant. I didn’t know what The Beatles were. But I did know I was going to watch Ed Sullivan.

I remember sitting that Sunday night in front of the family television with my parents and my brother Mick. The show opened with the traditional shot of the empty lit set, and I remember the announcer bellowing, “And now, here he is … Ed Sullivan!” In my mind I can still see the iconic host walking from the wings to his spot on stage, dressed in a suit and diagonal-striped tie, a white handkerchief peeking from his breast pocket, his hair slicked back, nodding a head-bow to the cheering studio crowd. I remember him explaining the excitement that had been stirring around the production all week, how hundreds of news writers and photographers had descended upon his theater. And he wasted no time introducing his most special British guests; just a half minute into the show he called out, “Ladies and gentlemen … The Beatles!” And the young crowd, barely obeying the laws of gravity as they bounced in their seats, yelled and screamed in ways never before witnessed on national television, all in reverence for a band that had never previously performed on American soil. The camera cut to the boys from Liverpool standing center in a circle of large prop arrows, each pointing toward the focus of 73 million American television viewers. I remember Paul McCartney turning toward his mates, nodding a count, singing the words “close your eyes,” and the band simultaneously starting in together on the music for the song “All My Loving.”

I was instantly a fan.

Like so many others across the country and around the world, I became fascinated with the Fab Four. They were absolutely my idols. And John Lennon, in particular, I idolized the most. In fact, he’s the only person I have ever felt that way about. I’ve been a lifelong music fan, and a lifelong sports fan, but no other individual has stirred such adulation in me. That admiration was shared by my brother and my mother, both of whom were also avid music fans. My mom still has a Mother’s Day card from 1967 that’s signed, “With love, your boys, Joe, Mick and John Lennon.”

I had all The Beatles’ albums. My cousins gave some to me as I was growing up, and in 1967 I bought my own for the first time, spending $3.18 of hard-earned snow-shoveling money on a copy of the brand-new Magical Mystery Tour record. Between my older sister Linda and me, we owned all The Beatles’ singles. We listened to the songs so much that I came to memorize the lyrics sheerly from auditory repetition. We used to play a game wherein someone would recite three consecutive words from a Beatles composition, and I could name the song. I also avidly read about the band, and to this day I can recall all that information—it just stuck in my consciousness. When I began playing guitar, the first song I learned on my uncle’s hollowbody Gibson electric was “Ballad of John and Yoko.”

Years later, on the evening of December 8, 1980, I was in my dorm room at King’s College in Pennsylvania, watching Monday Night Football with my study partner Mike. That’s when my life changed. Commentator Howard Cosell announced that John had been shot and killed in New York City.

I was in absolute disbelief. I said to Mike, “They made a mistake. It can’t be.”

Later that evening, the reality of John’s death set in. I still remember the feeling inside me. I couldn’t sleep. I was sick. I had lived a charmed life to that point—aside from my grandmother, no one who had any real value or meaning to me had passed away. It really hurt deep. I made a black arm band to wear for a week. I also listened to the radio all night—every station seemed to be playing Beatles and Lennon songs. The next morning, I read about the assassination in every newspaper I could find.

Then something else happened—something that changed my life even more, though I didn’t know it at the time. I’d been recording the night’s radio tributes on cassette tapes, for no particular reason; I didn’t know why I’d been doing it, and still don’t. One of the tapes already contained some music: songs by Badfinger, a group that had recorded in The Beatles’ Apple Studios, a group that had purportedly gotten its name from “Bad Finger Boogie,” the original title of John’s composition “With a Little Help From My Friends.”1 Tuesday morning I was playing back one of the radio broadcasts, and it ended with the disc jockey saying, “John Lennon, dead, at 40 years old.” I pressed the stop button and pondered the reality for about the thousandth time. Then, just to humor an inexplicable curiosity, I flipped the tape over to hear what was recorded in the same spot on the other side. I pressed play, and it was perfectly cued to Badfinger’s song “Sweet Tuesday Morning.” That really freaked me out—not so much because it happened to be Tuesday morning in Pennsylvania, but because I realized that at the moment John had been shot, it had been Tuesday morning in his hometown of Liverpool, England. Moreover, I knew that Badfinger’s Joey Molland wrote and recorded that song at the same time he was working with John Lennon on the Imagine album.

I listened closely to the lyrics:


Sweet Tuesday morning, came and you smiled,

Love was the answer you gave me.



I thought, “Yes, that’s what John preached: Love is the answer.” The song continued:


I’ve been to places all around, astound me.

I’ve seen the breaking of the souvenir.



I wondered, What could that possibly mean, “the breaking of the souvenir”? Then I soon learned that before being murdered, John had autographed an album for his shooter, Mark David Chapman.

That string of relationships between facts was, I thought, too uncanny to be coincidence. Over the next several years, more clues appeared. I rarely looked for them; they just seemed to arrive in front of me, uninvited but clear and concise. I often discussed them with Mick—we’d talk on the phone for hours, rehashing lyrics from songs and tidbits from articles and backgrounds in photographs. But I still didn’t know what it all meant. Then one day the answer just came to me. And again, I felt sick about something related to The Beatles.

Could John Lennon have sold his soul to the devil?

I was angered because I thought it crazy that he would do something like this. I was upset and disappointed.




I was, of course, not the first person to notice possible hidden clues in Beatles history. Nor was I the first to wonder about the band’s enigmatic success.

The Beatles—John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Ringo Starr—rose from utter obscurity in Liverpool, England, and in only a few years captured the attention and imagination of the world. It was the 1960s, a time when music was more than just a pastime for passionate fans; it was also a cultural phenomenon that created a storm of social change throughout the industrial world.

The Beatles were the eye of that storm. Their success transcended stardom and understanding. The image they portrayed—long hair, dress, attitude, humor and lifestyle—at once led and reflected the transformation of a generation. Unlike other rock ‘n’ roll bands, The Beatles had a perplexing effect on the masses. Wherever they traveled, the boys from Liverpool were met by thousands and thousands of screaming, sobbing and hysterical fans, even at unscheduled stops. Old newspaper clippings, news films, books and magazine articles don’t begin to reflect even half of what the craze was like; no journalistic portrayal has been able to fully convey the cultural delirium. The Beatles achieved near god-like worship from fans around the world. Girls went to their concerts and wept uncontrollably; they covered their ears and screamed at the mere sight of the band. Boys as well were lured by their charm. Audiences were described as hypnotic, spellbound, transfixed and in ecstasy. Nothing before or after came close to equaling the rapid, widespread emotional sensation surrounding these four young men from England. The public’s overwhelming response was so unique that it was given its own name: “Beatlemania.” And while other entertainers have since matched or bettered Beatles’ record sales, no one has managed to equal their universal popularity.

Moreover, all that hysteria and mania left the world dumbfounded.

From the very beginning of The Beatles’ success, people asked: Why the mayhem? What did these four men have that no one else did? What could possibly explain the rapid and spontaneous worldwide overreaction to this band? Their songs were no more catchy and lyrical than those of The Kinks or The Rolling Stones, and they were never highly regarded as live performers. Many have speculated that the cult following was produced not just by the music, but also by The Beatles’ personalities. They seemed to possess a kind of magic. Where that magic came from was always a mystery.

Of course, mysteries unsolved grow more fascinating as time passes. Something beckons us to reexamine them. We relentlessly pore over the evidence; we analyze every angle and clue. And sometimes what we can uncover can be truly unbelievable and frightening. One clue about the mystery of The Beatles’ success may come from a simple statement John Lennon made in the middle of the 1960s, at a time when the world idolized him, when nearly every creative decision he made changed the course of culture, when he was traveling the globe meeting presidents, kings and queens, and when he was selling millions of records and performing for millions of spectators and being mobbed by millions of fans. At the height of that very popularity, John said to his friend Tony Sheridan: “I’ve sold my soul to the devil.”2

Mystery also surrounds the star’s untimely death. On December 8, 1980—almost 20 years to the day that The Beatles became a sudden sensation—John Lennon was gunned down in the archway leading to the Dakota Apartments in New York City. Was his murder really a random, senseless act committed by a deranged fan, or is there a greater story to tell?

As a teenager, John had a strong desire to be rich and world-famous. In the very early days of The Beatles, he would say, “Where we going, fellas?” and the others would respond, “To the toppermost of the poppermost!”3 In his desperation for stardom, could John really have turned to the devil to fulfill his dreams? Did John go so far as to enter into a contract with Satan in exchange for 20 years of wealth, women and fame? Were the circumstances that led to John’s violent death the result of this pact?

Furthermore, how could these questions even be answerable? One needs only to look in a place millions already have: the music.

The idea that Beatles compositions contain hidden messages is almost as old as the band itself. During the late 1960s, the public began noticing cryptic communications on Beatles album covers, in pictures and in the lyrics, all of which seemed to reveal or foretell the death of someone in the band. Once analyzed, the collective belief was that the doomed member was Paul McCartney, and the body of evidence became known as the “Paul-is-Dead Clues.” The analysis supposedly revealed that at 5 a.m. on November 9, 1966, Paul was killed in an automobile accident and was replaced in the band by a look-and sound-alike musician. Supporting clues included lyrics such as “He blew his mind out in a car” from the song “A Day in the Life,” and “Wednesday morning at 5 o’clock” from “She’s Leaving Home.” The Beatles—Paul, in particular—denied the rumors. But that never quenched the public’s desire to continue dissecting the group’s material. For one thing, the messages weren’t going away; on the contrary, they were becoming more frequent. Something strange was going on. Everyone, on some level, knew it.

Not only were the messages hinting of death, but some were being delivered in ways associated with the occult. Many people believe that the devil’s presence and power is exposed in backward communication, in mirror images, and in words and symbols that have double meanings. All of these can be found in The Beatles’ work. In fact, the first cases of reversed sounds in rock ‘n’ roll history were produced by The Beatles. John Lennon pioneered the technique. In his song “Rain,” he included five backward segments of music and words; in “Tomorrow Never Knows,” music was sped up and slowed down and reversed; and the same technique was used again in “Strawberry Fields Forever.” Those were all deliberate manipulations, but other voice reversals in Beatles songs are even more eerie, because they are seemingly unintentional. Two of the most clear instances are in the songs “Revolution 9” and “I’m So Tired.” Both tracks, played backward, distinctly mention a “dead man.”

There is no doubt John was aware of these messages—by the late 1960s, most of the civilized world was aware. But did he first learn about the clues from the public or through his own observation? And if the clues weren’t singling out Paul, then who? Did John recognize the clues as being about his own death, about his spiritual transgression, about his bargain for unfathomable fame?

I believe the answer is yes, and this book is my proof.

No one is sorrier than I about what is written here. It’s a horrifying topic and a difficult subject for me. I wish my interpretation was wrong.

Nonetheless, I remain a fan. My wife has asked me, “How can you still listen to those songs the same way, knowing what you know?” I have no answer. I never did understand why I was obsessed, even when I was eight years old watching Ed Sullivan. Like millions upon millions of fans from nearly every arc of the globe, I just absolutely can’t hear enough of that music.

John was a phenomenal song writer and performer. I still feel such sorrow for him. I enjoyed his music. I enjoyed the way he looked. I enjoyed his performing skills, and his voice. He is still very much alive in his music, and very much alive in my heart.

I still mourn John Lennon. But I have to accept what I believe he did.

—Joseph Niezgoda, 2008


1 Matovina, p. 67

2 Coleman, p. 348

3 The Beatles Anthology, p. 68




A Pact With The Devil


Once the circle has been drawn and the devil conjured, there is no avoiding the pact; and unfortunates who desire to bargain with the devil over the terms, found to their sorrow that there was but one form that Lucifer would agree to, and that was that he agreed to help the magician in every way, and provide him with all the gold and jewels that he desired, providing that the sorcerer gave himself over to Satan body and soul after 20 years, for any purpose that the devil wished. The devil, after having received the pact, written or signed in blood, took it to hell with him, and kept it as security.

— Ebenezer Sibley, A Key to Physic, and the Occult Sciences



Some people expect immediate payment in life. And when the toil and struggle to maintain their soul in a heavenly bond goes beyond their strength and endurance, some summon the devil. They follow him blindly and are enticed and taken captive.

Or so the stories go.

Whether the sway of Satan is real or imagined, a spiritual truth or a psychological effect, is, of course, uncertain to most of us. Without proof, the existence of that power, the existence of the devil himself, remains a matter of faith. But regardless of whether one trusts that power as true, the fact remains that many of the world’s major religions recognize the devil or a comparable concept, some kind of prince or supreme being of evil, or a similar warden of temptation or deception. Throughout history an untold number of people—certainly millions—have believed very much in the power of Satan. And some of those have staked their afterlife on his word.

Stories of people making deals with the devil are as old as humankind. According to the Bible’s book of Genesis, even the first humans God created forfeited to Satan’s power. In the story of the temptation of Eve in the Garden of Eden, God asks, “What is it that you have done?” Eve replies, “The serpent tricked me and I ate.”

Since that first alliance with the underworld, many riddles have weighed upon the human heart—anguish, dilemma and an infinite list of predicaments. In response, some humans bargained with the devil for solutions, including prominent position, power, protection, love interests, sexual pleasure, wealth and learning. Through these pacts, people aimed to obtain things ranging from simple desires to the extraordinary. The end of their bargain, though, was not as beneficial as the beginning: The devil traditionally collected his souls by means of a terrifying and violent death.

The protagonists of these tales are not solely among the obscure names of history. The lives of many notable people show evidence—either circumstantial or biographical—that they, too, have pursued dealings with the devil. Among these are Socrates, Nostradamus, Galileo and Martin Luther.1 The most famous modern example is that of 1930s blues musician Robert Johnson, who allegedly traded his soul for the ability to expertly play guitar, then tried to renege on the deal, both of which he wrote songs about.

Even popes have not been free from the accusation of dealing with Satan. Alexander VI was suspected of such consorts in the late 1400s. His character was so dubious that when he was elected pope, another religious icon of the time, Giovanni di Lorenzo de’ Medici (who would later become Pope Leo X), remarked, “Now we are in the power of a wolf, the most rapacious perhaps that this world has ever seen. And if we do not flee, he will inevitably devour us all.”2 And the 10th-century story of Pope Sylvester II is an infamous tale of a man who sold his soul to the devil—in exchange for the papacy.3 The list continues: Popes Caelestinus, Gregory VII, Paul II and Alexander VI were all thought to have conspired with the underworld.4

[image: ]

Pope Sylvester II, whose papacy began in 999, is one figure in history thought to have sold his soul to the devil.

Sylvester’s story includes another common theme in deals with the devil: The exact means and timing of the victim’s final payment have not always been transparent. This appears to be a fail-safe for Satan, a way to close loopholes that his contractees may try to escape through. People who enter into these pacts are generally aware of their allotted time, and, not surprisingly, they may try to avoid confronting Satan as the end draws near. So Satan tricks them. According to Liber Pontificalis (the “Book of the Popes”): “[Sylvester] asked how long he would live as pope. The answer was, as long as he wanted to, unless he said mass at Jerusalem. He rejoiced, thinking he was far away from death, as far as he was from the desire to go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. But during Lent he said mass at the Lateran in a church called Jerusalem.

“He heard the rattling of the demon and at the same time felt death was approaching. And sighing, he started to cry.”5

Arturo Graf, author of The Story of the Devil, offers a further example of Satan’s cunning in collection: “It is related of a poor youth of Loreto … [who] became enamored of a certain woman and had sinful commerce with her. Falling ill without warning, and his end being at hand, in a contrite spirit he regrets his error and makes a most devout confession, so that those present are fully assured of his salvation. But at the last moment, when he was about to expire, lo, the devil appeared to him in the guise of the woman that he loved, and asked him, in a voice broken with sobs: ‘Wilt thou forsake me, then, my love?’ At that sight and at those words, the poor fellow, forgetting himself and seized with a last spasm of affection, rallies what little breath is left and murmurs, ‘Never will I forsake thee, my beloved!’ Immediately he dies, and the devil carries his soul off to hell for all eternity.”

Another interesting aspect of the pope conspiracies is that the devil’s contract requires that the signer commit blasphemy, allegedly because that sacrilegious act is what allows Satan to collect his debt. Maximilian Rudwin, author of The Devil in Legend and Literature, writes: “The devil, notwithstanding the great power he possesses over the bodies and minds of mortals, is, however, not potent enough to put a man to death, unless his victim has blasphemed or renounced the lord.” Rudwin also notes that Satan is specific in his demand for “a formal denial of the Christian faith, a rejection of Christian symbols and a renunciation of the lord and his saints. … [The victim is also] forced to express a hatred for all Christians and a promise to resist all attempts to convert him.”

Furthermore, an agreement with hell mandates reciprocal obligations in the form of recognizing the devil’s power. Not only does the signer have to renounce God, but he or she must also revere Satan. In the Bible, the devil requests this even from Jesus: Satan shows the son of God the kingdoms of the earth and says, “All this I will give you, if you fall down and worship me.”6
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Dr. Johann Faust’s life exhibited the perfect model of a deal with the devil. His story, perhaps the most well-known of a person to have entered into a pact with Satan, was confirmed by many contemporaries including a Protestant minister.

All of this inspires the question: What is typical of a supposed sale of one’s soul to Satan? The perfect model of a pact can be seen in a solitary story, that of Dr. Johann Faust. The protagonist of countless pieces of drama and fiction, Faust was indeed a real person whose story was confirmed by many contemporaries who knew him or knew of him, including a Protestant minister. Faust’s tale first appeared in print around 1587, nearly half a century after his death, in Historia von D. Johann Fausten, published by Johann Spies. More popular versions appeared later as The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus by Christopher Marlowe in 1604, and Faust—The Tragedy by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe in 1808 (Part 1) and 1832 (Part 2). All tell the story of Faust as a young and devoted student with a voracious appetite for learning, not uncommon for Renaissance men. Faust yearned to know all things, to do all things and to enjoy all things. But he felt ungratified. He believed that his formal education was not quenching his thirst for knowledge, nor was it settling his restless desire for pleasure. So he instead turned to dealing with magic. He conjured the demon Mephistopheles and entered into a pact with the devil. The text of Faust’s pact, according to Spies:


“I, Johann Faustus, Dr.,

“Do publicly declare with mine own hand in covenant and by power of these presents:

“Whereas, mine own spiritual faculties having been exhaustively explored (including the gifts dispensed from above and graciously imparted to me), I still cannot comprehend;

“And whereas, it being my wish to probe further into the matter, I do propose to speculate upon the Elementa;

“And whereas mankind doth not teach such things;

“Now therefore have I summoned the spirit who calleth himself Mephistopheles, a servant of the Hellish Prince in Orient, charged with informing and instructing me, and agreeing against a promissory instrument hereby transferred unto him to be subservient and obedient to me in all things.

“I do promise him in return that, when I be fully sated of that which I desire of him, twenty-four years also being past, ended and expired, he may at such a time and in whatever manner or wise pleaseth him order, ordain, reign, rule and possess all that may be mine: body, property, flesh, blood, etc., herewith duly bound over in eternity and surrendered by covenant in mine own hand by authority and power of these presents, as well as of my mind, brain, intent, blood and will.

“I do now defy all living beings, all the Heavenly Host and all mankind, and this must be.

“In confirmation and contract whereof I have drawn out mine own blood for certification in lieu of a seal.”



The devil would provide to Faust all his desired exploits and knowledge for the agreed time period. In return, Faust would give his soul to Satan.

Apparently the deal worked. Faust, aided by Mephistopheles, became a well-known “necromancer, astrologer, alchemist, soothsayer and clairvoyant,”7traveling the countryside practicing his skills, journeying over all the earth and even through the heavens. He procured the most beautiful of women, acquired tremendous wealth and performed numerous miracles. He even boasted of performing more miracles than Jesus Christ.8 People having the honor to meet Faust were charmed by his exploits. One such instance was when he traveled to the city of Erfurt, Germany, and gave a public reading from Homer’s Iliad, clad in the armor of the ancient times, expressing himself in their language and attitudes. He offered to give Erfurt’s university all the lost comedies of Roman playwrights Plautus and Terence, which he would recite to them in precise detail—from memory. But the university rejected his offer for fear they would be entering into a diabolic trap.

Faust richly enjoyed the benefits secured to him by his contract. However, in mortgaging his soul to Satan, he became irrevocably damned, lost and fallen to the power of evil. Centuries of stories demonstrate that dealing with the devil is a double-edged sword, for Satan always keeps his word. He will provide the pact signer all his or her desires; but those who make such contracts seem to live joyless and frantic lives, their psyches always shadowed by the horror awaiting at the end. Such was the case for Faust. In his later years, he began to show symptoms of repentance and remorse, and became depressed about his pending fate. As consolation, the devil delivered him a woman, the once-deceased Helen of Troy, as a distraction for his remaining years.

When Faust’s final, fatal day arrived, he invited his friends to a banquet in the village of Rimlich, near the town of Wittenberg, and confided in them his story. He begged not to be left alone. They stayed, but to no avail. Shortly after midnight a strong gust of wind roared through the house, shaking the walls and foundation. The gathered friends heard horrible whispers of the devil, followed by Faust’s desperate screams. They were stricken with fear—none dared to intervene. In the morning, they entered his bedroom to find blood everywhere, his eyes stuck to the walls, several of his teeth scattered on the floor and pieces of his brain strewn about the room. As for Faust’s body, they later found it outdoors, mutilated and flung on a pile of dung.

Such is the way of a pact with Satan.


1 Rudwin, p. 187

2 Reston, p. 287

3 Ambrosini, p. 91

4 Rudwin, p. 188

5 Ambrosini, p. 91

6 Matthew 4:8-9

7 Cavendish, p. 845

8 Cavendish, p. 845




John Lennon: Of His Parentage And Birth


There are places I remember
All my life, though some have changed.

— John Lennon



The omen in Liverpool, England, on October 9, 1940, was inauspicious. An unprecedented violence threatened the very existence of the small seaport town, causing grief and worry amongst its inhabitants. Evil, in the guise of Germany’s dictator Adolf Hitler, was falling all over England in the form of nightly bombing raids by Nazi warplanes. But life sprung amidst this turmoil; born to Freddie and Julia Lennon was a baby boy. John Winston Lennon arrived to a world mired in conflict, death and destruction in the early years of World War II.

Julia was unarmed to face the challenge and responsibility of motherhood. She possessed a lively personality with a frolicsome disposition that left her little time to nurture and raise an infant son. Early on, she tried to rear John alone, but when boyhood displaced infancy, her lifestyle of frequenting local pubs and bringing home uniformed men left John with feelings of anger and insecurity.1 Freddie likewise lacked the sensibility to raise a child. As a sea steward, he was mostly absent from John’s life, and his constant traveling caused dissension in his relationship with his family. It was in Freddie’s absence that Julia began socializing at pubs and staying out into the early hours of morning. Once after returning home from nearly 18 months at sea, he found his wife pregnant with another man’s baby.2

Perhaps inevitably, John became a pawn in his parents’ broken relationship. Ray Coleman, John’s official biographer, relays one such story in his book Lennon: The Definitive Biography. In 1946, Freddie arrived in Liverpool to find John rooming with his aunt, Mimi Smith, in the nearby village of Woolton. Freddie took John to stay with him in the seaside resort town of Blackpool, a place known for its sandy beaches and fun-filled distractions with plenty to attract the wonder of a 5-year-old boy. Freddie was planning to move to New Zealand and wanted to take John with him, but then Julia arrived to reclaim her son and return to Liverpool. An ugly scene unfolded between the parents. John watched and listened to them argue. Finally, Freddie turned to his son and said, “You have to decide if you want to stay with me or with Mummy.” Having just spoiled John for several weeks in Blackpool, Freddie knew what the answer would be. John chose Daddy.

Julia said, “Now John, are you sure about that?” and John replied again, “With Daddy.” But as Julia turned and walked out the door, John was immediately struck with her loss and ran out after her.

John never forgot the horror of that incident. It left a permanent scar and great feelings of insecurity, and nearly 20 years would pass before he would see his father again.

Though John chose to live with his mother, she was too preoccupied with her own life to adequately provide for his needs. On the evenings she stayed out late, John was left alone and he found sleeping difficult. One night he awoke to see a ghost standing outside his bedroom door, and began to scream so frantically that neighbors ran to his house. Other nights his mother staggered home late with different men she’d met in the local pubs; later he recalled that she had been “not prostituting for money but rather for silk stockings.”

Yearning for a stable, comfortable and secure environment, he began running away from Julia, always with the same destination. At 6 years old, he would board a train by himself, at first unsure of the direction, and travel several miles to be with Aunt Mimi in Woolton. “I learned to recognize the right trolley by the quality of the black leather seat,” John said when he was older. “To this day I’m fond of black leather. I find it comforting.” On these jaunts, sometimes strangers would approach him, thinking he was a lost or abandoned child, and take him to the local police station. “I could never find the right words to explain my situation,” he said.3 As his visits became more and more frequent, eventually Mimi took him in to live at 251 Menlove Avenue.

The circumstances of John’s childhood hindered his attempts at happiness at every stage of his young life, adding distress, malice and brashness to his character—all of which began to pave the way of a dark path. He became a child filled with internal rage and aggressiveness. At Dovedale Primary School in Liverpool, he frequently clashed with teachers and classmates. Coleman writes that the headmaster described John’s character as “sharp as a needle,” and that classmate and friend Doug Freeman admitted, “We were all a little bit frightened of him … and it stuck out to parents that he was different. The mothers had their eyes on him as if to say, ‘Keep away from that one.’”




By the age of 9, John was clearly different from the other children. Aunt Mimi and his uncle, George Smith, provided him with a stable and comfortable living environment, and with their adequate discipline John became a bold, quick and ingenious boy. But as he grew older, the pain of a broken home continually surfaced. A sensitive and intelligent child, he could be forgiven for learning to camouflage his emotions of love with an outward show of toughness. Scholastic programs failed to inspire him, and his brash, outlandish behavior made him unpopular with teachers. Not only did he dislike schoolwork, but he hated being forced to do it.

John didn’t mind working on his own, however. He was an avid reader, and Aunt Mimi remembered him being particularly interested in books that dealt with magic.4 He had already become open to encounters with higher beings. According to Coleman, one day Mimi said John walked into the kitchen and exclaimed, “I’ve just seen God.” She asked him what God was doing, and he replied, “Oh, just sitting by the fire.” Coleman also notes that John would spend hours alone in his bedroom, sitting in front of the mirror, staring at his own face so intently that he would fall into a trance and hallucinate.

[image: ]

As a boy, John Lennon placed his dreams and hopes in magic, in a wish or a spell that would offer him a better life.

Another childhood story reflects even more on that same side of John, on the part of him that looked beyond the natural world for solutions. David Ashton, a friend since they were young lads in Woolton, later wrote an essay titled “The Vanished World of a Woolton Childhood with John Lennon.” He describes a hidden spring in a field that John and some other friends showed him. Ashton writes, “They told us that the spring, which was beside an ivy-clad oak tree, was a Holy well and that if you told it your wishes and turned round twice it would all come true.” Even as a young child John was placing his dreams and hope in magic, in a wish or a spell that would offer him a better life.

Starting in 1952, John attended Quarry Bank High School in Liverpool. According to Coleman, Aunt Mimi noticed an alarming and negative change in his behavior, so severe that she feared he would become notorious. All the definitive biographies of John characterize his high-school life the same: From his first day at Quarry Bank, he was uncooperative, disrespectful and rambunctious, showing little patience or respect toward teachers and class assignments. His grades dropped from the top of his class to the bottom. School evaluations reported, “Certainly on the road to failure … hopeless … wasting other pupils’ time.” The headmaster viewed John as raucous, making no positive contributions to school life, a student whose three main attributes included “skipping class, swearing and smoking.”5 The discontent between teacher and pupil was mutual; John viewed the instructors as boring, and attached little importance to his academic work. He was tough and cruel to his teachers, attacking them in bizarre drawings that often included offensive language. He was bored, he ridiculed those involved in sporting activities, he cheated on exams, and he blatantly lied about everything wrong he was caught doing. He harassed students who appeared weak, he stole from candy shops, and he pilfered cigarettes to sell to make money.6

John also appeared to grow discontented with God—and he showed it. He was thrown out of religious chorus for substituting obscene words into songs. He appeared morally defiant, spiritually hostile and at odds with Jesus Christ and the Christian faith. In the book The Gospel According to the Beatles, author Steve Turner writes: “John regularly poked fun at church dignitaries, parodied hymns, and drew blasphemous cartoons of Christ on the cross in a way that only the once-faithful can.” And in a Liverpool Echo article in 2005, an old friend tells of John stealing from St. Paul’s Roman Catholic bookshop in Liverpool: “He used to go in there and nick things. It was almost as if he wanted to get struck down by a thunderbolt. He could have gone into Woolworths, but no. He had to go into this particular shop. One of the things I remember him taking was a book on Pope Pius XII. The devilment was always there, and it could be quite frightening.”

John’s troubled childhood gave him little reason for hope, as more and more security began to vanish. At 14, Uncle George—John’s defender from Aunt Mimi’s stubbornly stern demeanor—died suddenly. Another father figure had left, and John clung to its memory. Years after his death, he still wore one of his uncle’s jackets to school.7 The loss of his uncle also affected his relationship with his aunt. While later he said he was grateful to Mimi for providing him with a home, a deep divide developed between them in George’s absence. Mimi was hard and cold, and inflexible with her discipline. It was not a forgiving environment for someone who already begrudged authority. “She tried to keep John in line by shaming or humiliating him; but when he failed to respond to psychological tactics, she would occasionally resort to conventional beatings,” writes Frederic Seaman, John’s personal assistant, in the book The Last Days of John Lennon. “He later blamed Mimi for bullying and suffocating him with her insistence on discipline and routine.”

Worse still, Mimi would stifle his one constructive outlet. In a 1971 interview with Rolling Stone magazine, John recounts Mimi throwing away his artwork, and his response of unpalatable resentment. “I used to say to my auntie, ‘You throw my fuckin’ poetry out, and you’ll regret it when I’m famous,’ and she threw the bastard stuff out.” He said he never forgave Mimi for discouraging his creative pursuits in art, including music. Later she would ban Paul McCartney and George Harrison from coming to the house and would prohibit John from playing in a group. For a long time he had to hide the fact that he played guitar and sang in a band. She would tell him, “A guitar is all right for a hobby, John, but it won’t earn you any money.”

But after the emergence of Elvis Presley and his song “Heartbreak Hotel” in 1956, there would be no restraining John’s ambition. He was completely captivated by rock ‘n’ roll music and Elvis became his idol. In Phillip Norman’s book Shout!, Mimi recalls, “From then on, I never got a minute’s peace. It was Elvis Presley, Elvis Presley, Elvis Presley. In the end I said, ‘Elvis Presley’s all very well, John, but I don’t want him for breakfast, dinner, and tea.’”

In Elvis, John had found everything desirable: rebellion, nonconformity and boldness. Elvis’ swiveling hips broadcast a sexuality that drove John to obsession. He also saw unbridled worldwide fame. In a televised interview with talk show host Tom Snyder in April 1975, John recalled, “One of the main reasons to get on stage is it’s the quickest way of making contact, you know. You went to see those movies with Elvis or somebody in it, when we were still in Liverpool, and you’d see everybody waiting to see him, right, and I’d be waiting there, too. And they’d all scream when he came on the screen. So we thought, That’s a good job.”

John’s infatuation with Elvis and his love of rock ‘n’ roll caused a separation from Mimi. At 6 years old, he had run away from his mother, but at 15 he began to run back to her. Julia’s carefree and careless attitude was the complete opposite of Mimi’s demeanor. While his aunt discouraged John’s love for art and music, his mother encouraged him to pursue his passions. Julia played the ukulele and piano and fortified John’s interest in music by buying him a guitar and teaching him to play his first chords.8 She inspired him, encouraged his rebel behavior and laughed at everything he did. Her free-spirited attitude drew John and his friends to her house, a home filled with song.

With Julia’s faith behind him, he ventured toward a life of music. He formed his first band, the Quarry Men, and played small gigs with them around Liverpool. Their most important show, arguably, was on July 6, 1957, at St. Peter’s Church in Woolton. While setting up their instruments for the evening performance, he was introduced to a local 15-year-old, Paul McCartney. The two bonded, and John asked Paul to join the band. A schoolmate friend of Paul’s, George Harrison, also later joined as guitar player. Life for the Quarry Men was sporadic and disorganized, but John was determined.

Then life dramatically changed again. On July 15, 1958, when John was 17 years old, his mother left Mimi’s house, heading home. Crossing the street, she was struck by a car and thrown to the curb, and was pronounced dead at the scene.

The loss of Julia devastated the young musician; John later reflected, “I lost her twice.”9 In Coleman’s book, John’s girlfriend and future wife Cynthia Powell notes how profound an effect Julia’s death had on John. “It shattered his life,” she says. “He often said how terrible it was that he’d lost her just at the time she was becoming his best friend.”

In his book John Lennon: In My Life, author Pete Shotton, who was John’s best friend, writes that any remaining hope for normalcy in John’s life died with his mother. He felt abandoned, embittered and alone, lost all respect for the world around him, and felt no responsibility toward any adults. He became heartless and cruel in his humor. Shotton remembers him drinking so heavily he feared John would become an irrevocable drunk, and he recalls him lashing out with “horrifying cruelty” at anyone who irked him. One night he found John “stinking drunk” inside a local pub, harassing the Jewish piano player, calling out “creepy Jew-boy” and “they should have stuck you in the ovens with the rest of them.” The abuse brought the piano player to tears, but no one dared approach John.

Women became a focus of John’s anger, and he particularly targeted the young girls around him. He told Seaman that he “felt betrayed by all womankind” and began having violent fantasies in which he would torture them. “He would imagine crucifying women,” Seaman writes, “actually nailing them to a cross, and then disemboweling them.”

As for his dad, John still felt deep and bitter resentment—too painful to discuss. He rarely confided to anyone the feelings stirred by his father’s abandonment and his mother’s death. Powell recalled to Coleman that even she could not get John to open up about his feelings about his parents. John’s sense of loss was so great that eventually he reached beyond the grave for comfort. One night, in a search for his mother, he turned to magic for answers, bringing together a group of friends to hold a séance in hope of contacting Julia in the after world.10 The allure of magic was growing stronger.




When John started back at Liverpool Art College in September of 1958, biographers report that he displayed a character ever more caustic, self-absorbed and crass. He wholly abandoned a future built on academics and placed all of his hope in music. He grew obsessed with the desire to become a rich and world-famous rock star. He envisioned the life of Elvis, worshipped as a hero and respected by the world and a generation. John adopted the demeanor of his tough-guy idols—Elvis, Lonnie Donegan, James Dean and Marlon Brando—and became a rebel, dressing in black, walking campus with a guitar strapped to his back, smoking cigarettes, swearing publicly and drinking alcohol. His fingers were heavily stained yellow from holding cigarettes and calloused from constantly playing guitar. He was subject to swift mood changes, and the liquor he consumed only added to his brashness, making him more obnoxious and aggressive. His manner was harsh and sarcastic, and was levied particularly at the weak—he would mock people with handicaps and disfigurements.11

He indulged in the edgier side of rock ‘n’ roll, perfecting the sound and look of Elvis and playing songs by Chuck Berry and Little Richard, the latter of whom referred to their genre as “the music of the devil.” John told Coleman that he disliked the mellow ballads by artists such as Cliff Richards and other similar bands, saying, “He’s so bloody Christian I can’t stand him and his lot.” What interested John was the pure, raw energy of rock.

He moved out of Mimi’s house for the second time, into an apartment with his friend and future band mate Stuart Sutcliffe. Away from family, John was liberated to pursue girls and music. A national newspaper, People, featured an article about “beatnik crazies,” and accompanied it with a picture of John and Stuart in their apartment. The caption stated they were “on the road to hell.”

John considered success to be “getting out of Liverpool,” and music would be his vehicle. What he desired most was not found in suburbia, but in the image of his idols. His disdain toward teachers and a traditional life was reflected after he became famous: “I’ve been proved right,” he says in Hunter Davies’ book The Beatles. “They were wrong and I was right. They’re all still there, aren’t they, so they must be the failures. They were all stupid teachers.” In John’s philosophy, those who chose jobs as educators, doctors and lawyers and chose to stay and live in Liverpool were all losers.

Moreover, he frequently shared that belief with friends. And what they noticed in John left no doubt that his fate would lie at either of two extreme ends of a spectrum. Michael Isaacson, a fellow art-college student, told Coleman: “I think if he had not become successful he may well have become more than just a wayward bum. He may well have become a really nasty piece of work. It’s all hypothetical, but I fear the worst could have happened. If he hadn’t become famous, his anger could have been vented into another direction. Where his energy was channeled into creative music, it would have gone into something destructive instead of creative. He was strictly an all-or-nothing kind of a guy.”

John no longer merely wanted to be a rock star—he needed to be. So much of his angst was placed in that one dream that, psychologically, there may have been no way to backtrack without emotionally imploding. But the rock-‘n’-roll life John envisioned for himself was not materializing. Following Julia’s death, the Quarry Men did little for five months, and even then they only played a small, personal gig: the wedding of George Harrison’s brother in December.

By 1959, John and the band were in low spirits. They briefly changed their name to Johnny and the Moondogs, and they auditioned for The Carroll Levis Discovery Show, a talent contest on the BBC for which they gave a decent performance but did not place.12 In May of 1960, the band changed their name again, this time to The Silver Beetles, and secured the part-time managerial services of Allan Williams, who was otherwise occupied running a small Liverpool coffee house. Williams arranged their first official tour for that same month. The Silver Beetles—John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, Stuart Sutcliffe and Tommy Moore—set off to Scotland as back-up to Johnny Gentle. At first the band was excited, but things did not turn out as they had fancifully envisioned. As funds for the tour diminished, so did their high expectations. With money in short supply, meals became infrequent and they began skipping out on hotel bills. Arguments continually broke out among the band members. John was particularly agitated with the whole scene as nerves frayed and tempers flared. Still, Williams kept them busy playing through June and July. Their venues often housed raucous crowds with reputations for violence. One particular night a young boy was kicked nearly to death while the band was playing a set.13

Then The Silver Beetles played at Two I’s Coffee Bar in London. Attending the show was Bruno Koschmider, the owner of a club in Hamburg, West Germany. He was looking for new acts and offered The Silver Beetles a gig. The opportunity gave the band hope, but they needed a drummer to replace Moore, who’d already quit in favor of a more conventional career path.14 So they turned to Pete Best, a drummer they knew from Liverpool’s Casbah Coffee Club. They were impressed with Best’s abilities, as well as his new set of drums, and they recruited him for the trip to Germany.

On August 17, 1960, they began playing a 48-night run at Hamburg’s Indra Club—their first professional booking as “The Beatles.” The club was located near The Reeperbahn, an urban hell, the city’s red-light district, an area rife with strip clubs, sex shops, harlots, crooks, drugs and numerous drinking establishments. The band was lodged in conditions that biographer Barry Miles, in his book Paul McCartney: Many Years from Now, describes as “appalling.” Koschmider owned a run-down former cinema around the corner from the Indra, and he allowed the Liverpool boys to sleep in its dressing rooms and to bathe in its restrooms. The Indra, previously a strip club, sported tawdry décor, heavy drapes, carpeted floors and small tables with small lights with red lampshades. On their opening night The Beatles played to only a partial house. Not long after, the club was shut down because of noise and complaints from neighbors.

The situation didn’t get any more classy. The Beatles were subsequently booked for 58 nights at the Kaiserkeller, where they were soon playing to a full house of disorderly fans eager for a rowdy show. Obliging, John would launch into contortions, mimicking crippled movements and occasionally yelling to the crowd, “fucking Krauts!” and “German spassies!”15 But far from taking offense, the German audience would respond with cheers and beers for the band. John and The Beatles took full advantage of the lifestyle, drinking and spending their money as quickly as they were paid.16 They had at their call many of the local girls and prostitutes, which came with its own problems—the boys were treated often for sexually transmitted diseases.17

The band soon ran into trouble. The police received a tip that George was only 17. West German law prohibited minors from playing in nightclubs after midnight, particularly in the seedy confines of The Reeperbahn, so the authorities informed George that he would have to leave the country. On November 17, they confiscated what little money he had earned and provided him with the balance for a plane ticket back to Liverpool. Best and Paul were not far behind. They were arrested on an alleged arson charge, and they, too, were deported.18 With no supporting band and an expired visa, John packed up what few belongings he had and on December 10 made his way back toward Liverpool, followed by Sutcliffe a month later.

The Beatles returned home broke, dejected and dispirited, their future as a band uncertain. Davies writes that Paul did nothing but laze around the house. His father constantly pushed him to get a job, telling him several times a day, “Satan finds things for idle hands.” John also spent vacant hours home alone, not even going out for two weeks. “There didn’t seem anything to do,” he said.

John was standing at a crossroad, discontent with his dream of rock-‘n’-roll stardom. “I was so fed up I didn’t bother to contact the others for a few weeks,” he says in The Beatles Anthology. “A month is a long time at 18 or 19; I didn’t know what they were doing. I just withdrew to think whether it was worth going on with. … I thought, Is this it? Nightclubs and seedy scenes, being deported, and weird people in clubs? … I thought hard about whether I should continue.”

The situation was problematic. He was emotionally and mentally drained from years of piling disappointments—the death of his mother, the abandonment by his father, dropping out of college, two dramatically disappointing tours, and the dismal retreat of his band. He was out of a job, he was out of money. He had grown a vicious hatred for authority, he had turned his back on religion. The dejected hopeful rock hero had little left, nothing to show for his efforts and risks, and virtually nowhere to turn. He was desperate and out of earthly options.

Yet change was only two weeks away—change that was startling in its suddenness, and profound in its magnitude. At this most critical point in his life, at the time when his fall seemed imminent and permanent, the path of John Lennon turned sharply, and almost literally overnight.

This all happened when he had nothing left to bargain with but his soul.
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