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Praise for The Blues Brothers


‘Daniel de Visé has done a remarkable job of pulling together a credible telling of a complicated story. The Blues Brothers: An Epic Friendship … is a riveting examination of this remarkable band, its compelling characters and the music they cherish. Equally importantly, Dan seems to have managed to embrace the humour, humanity, love and tragedy that makes the story of the Blues Brothers a worthwhile tale’


Judy Belushi Pisano


‘Here is the true story of a human sunflare. In case we forget that we’re as organic as the sun, that blazes of naked spirit once rose wherever the mysteries of nature and chance threw humans together whose madness, passion, conflict and love could combust in real life – till everyone was lit and became a part of the dazzle. This is how it works. This is how we burn. This book is on a mission from God’


DBC Pierre


‘An award-winning journalist chronicles the story of the iconic 1980 film and the bond between its two stars … Exhaustively researched, highly informative … A complete portrait of a classic film and the zeitgeist of its era’


Kirkus Reviews, starred review


‘Daniel de Visé has brought the iconic comedy friendship between Belushi and Aykroyd brilliantly to life in this thoroughly researched, beautifully written book about one of the funniest movies ever made. I loved every page’


Josh Karp, author of A Futile and Stupid Gesture: How Doug Kenney and National Lampoon Changed Comedy Forever


‘This thorough account of the Blues Brothers’ origin story is as fun and riveting as the comedy classic itself. From the act’s beginnings in the raucous early days of Saturday Night Live to Dan Aykroyd and John Belushi’s serious love for the blues and each other, Daniel de Visé chronicles this unique chapter in film history like a virtuoso’


Jennifer Keishin Armstrong, New York Times bestselling author of Seinfeldia and So Fetch


‘Aykroyd and Belushi’s singing, dancing, car-crashing mission from God came about because of their ferocious devotion to the blues. That same passion flows through Daniel de Visé’s riveting, meticulously detailed book, in which the creation of one of Hollywood’s most wonderful oddities is chronicled like never before. A worthy tribute to a raucous masterpiece – and as flavoursome as four fried chickens and a Coke’


Nick de Semlyen, author of Wild and Crazy Guys: How the Comedy Mavericks of the ’80s Changed Hollywood Forever




To Gene, Michiya, Phil,
and the Lincoln Park High School gang
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Oh, baby, don’t you want to go
to that bright-light city, sweet old Chicago


—Roosevelt Sykes, from the song “Sweet Old Chicago”




Prologue


IN THE MINUTES before Saturday Night Live commenced broadcast on April 22, 1978, Dan Aykroyd adjusted his thin black tie in the dressing-room mirror. He was a perfectionist, and his Elwood Blues persona was perfect: baggy black suit with narrow lapels, black trilby hat, Timex watch, crisp white shirt, and vintage black Ray-Bans.


At twenty-five, Dan was the youngest of the seven Not Ready for Prime Time Players, most of them recruited from improvisational theater troupes, who performed ninety minutes of live television on Saturday nights for a growing national audience of young hipsters, stoners, and sophisticates. SNL was late-night television’s hottest show, and Dan and his costars, Gilda Radner, Bill Murray, and the others, were becoming household names.


Dan preferred anonymity. In the hot glare of the dressing-room mirror, he trained all his manic energy on transforming into Elwood Blues: a recidivist character, raised in a Chicago orphanage, schooled in the blues, who concealed his pallid junkie frame within the raiments of straight society, hiding bloodshot eyes behind dark shades, a Hohner Special 20 harmonica tucked in a hip pocket like a revolver.


In the next room sat Elwood’s brother in blues, Jake, a role inhabited with reckless abandon by Dan’s best friend, writing partner, and SNL costar, John Belushi. At twenty-nine, John was four years older than Dan, four inches shorter, and several inches wider. Dan was Mr. Careful. John was Mr. Fuck It. In front of his own dressing-room mirror, John assembled his Jake Blues ensemble with sloppy imprecision. His collar didn’t quite fit. His hat was brown.


The cold open began with Paul Shaffer, the Saturday Night Live pianist, invoking his Bronx-accented impression of Don Kirshner, the music-industry kingpin whose Rock Concert program tapped much the same audience that watched SNL. Shaffer’s rambling monologue parodied Kirshner’s tiresome habit of thanking a long list of managers and producers as he ushered in the next act.


“So now,” Shaffer concluded, “let’s join ‘Joliet’ Jake and his silent brother Elwood. The Blues Brothers.” Then Shaffer turned, or rotated, like a robot on Quaaludes, and the camera cut to the act behind him.


“I went balling the other night,” John snarled. “I started drinking and got real tight.” That was the opening lyrical salvo to “Hey Bartender,” a 1955 blues standard popularized by Texas singer Floyd Dixon, and this was the debut performance of the Blues Brothers as musical guests on Saturday Night Live.


Apart from the G-man suits, everything onstage rang familiar to the audience in Studio 8H. The Blues Brothers were a thinly disguised Aykroyd and Belushi, whose partnership as writers and performers had started three years and sixty-three episodes earlier, with the SNL debut. They performed with the Saturday Night Live band, the ensemble whose roots-rock jams opened and closed every show.


Was this an elaborate skit? Was it serious? No one seemed to know. SNL was a comedy show that took its music seriously. Lorne Michaels, the program’s creator and showrunner, had hedged his bets, presenting the Blues Brothers in the guise of a sketch rather than a musical break. He left viewers to judge whether the act was serious or satiric. After the opening bars, a round of halfhearted applause faded to awkward silence.


Undeterred, John strode to center stage, fingers snapping, hips shaking, sweat beading on his moon-pie Albanian face, that famous Belushi brow arching over the rim of his Ray-Bans. His white-guy blues growl rang shallow and shrill by comparison to the great Black blues growlers, invoking a drunkard at a karaoke bar. But John made a formidable front man, unbuttoning his suit coat, prowling around the microphone, and launching into a surprisingly agile dance during Dan’s unexpectedly credible solo on his Special 20 harmonica. Cast and crew watched the performance with bemused admiration, and one of the writers had a small epiphany: “Danny knows this is a bit of a joke, but John has no idea.”


John spun in circles as Dan wrung the last notes from his solo. John lurched back into the microphone to belt out the next verse. By then, everyone watching the broadcast understood that the Blues Brothers act was deadly serious, at least to the black-suited front men. Never in their three years on the Saturday Night Live stage had John and Dan exuded such messianic passion. The song wound down, and John barked out the final words with menace: “one, two, three, four glasses of beer!” As the musicians hung on the last note, John grabbed the microphone and loosed a primal scream. The audience exploded in applause, shaken awake and stirred to jubilation by the infectious power of the performance. John, his face glistening with sweat, nodded nonchalantly to acknowledge the cheers. He knew what he and Dan had pulled off. Was it real? Was it a joke? The audience no longer cared.


The camera cut to Paul Shaffer, still in character as Don Kirshner as he delivered the breathless line that opened every show: “Live, from New York, it’s Saturday Night!”


That night’s live broadcast would deliver a second gut-busting performance by the Blues Brothers but no real clues to their provenance. Why were Saturday Night’s breakout comedians masquerading as urban bluesmen? If their act was a joke, how far would it go?


For those answers, we take you now to a cramped brown-brick duplex in Chicago.





Chapter 1



Cheesebooger


JOHN BELUSHI’S FATHER, Adam, was born on January 2, 1918, in the waning months of the Great War, in the Albanian village of Qytezë. Naturalization records variously give his birth name as Belliors, Beliouri, and Beloushi. The family journeyed to America in dribs and drabs. First to arrive was John’s grandfather, Anastassios, in 1920. Anastassios settled within a tiny Albanian enclave in Chicago. Adam remained in Albania until 1934. At sixteen, he emigrated on the luxury liner SS Manhattan, traveling in third class.


After establishing a foothold in Chicago, the family simplified its surname to Belushi, which sounded Italian. In fact, the Belushis were closer to Greek; their Albanian village lay only a few miles from the Hellenic border. Either identity would serve the Belushis better in Chicago than Albanian, an ethnicity most Americans then regarded with a primal unease reserved for small eastern European nations they could not find on a map. Adam took a busboy job at the Palm Grove Inn, a white-tablecloth dining establishment on the shores of Lake Michigan in the academic enclave of Hyde Park. He worked his way up to manager.


Adam enlisted in the US Army in March 1941, months before Pearl Harbor. He served as a warrant officer in the Panama Canal Department, defending the shipping lane against an attack that never came. He struck up a wartime correspondence with a woman he had never met, Agnes Samaras, born in 1922 in Akron, Ohio, to another Albanian immigrant family. Agnes worked as a riveter at the Goodyear Aircraft Company. She wrote to Adam at the urging of his sister, who had settled in Akron.


In 1945, at the war’s end, Adam returned home and traveled to Akron, commencing a courtship with Agnes Samaras. They wed in 1946 and settled in Chicago. Postwar housing proved scarce, so the couple moved in with Adam’s parents in Humboldt Park, an immigrant-rich neighborhood on the city’s West Side.


Adam now managed a restaurant of his own, the Olympia Lunch, in partnership with his brother Pete. A far cry from the elegant Palm Grove, the Olympia operated as a no-frills Greek diner, a familiar and trusted species of Chicago eatery. The Belushi brothers would corral customers through a limited menu, then bark out orders.


The first Belushi child, Marian, arrived in 1947. Albanian families favored boys. Adam’s parents “almost didn’t let me come home,” Agnes said. “Two years later, I had John, and everybody was very happy.”


John Adam Belushi entered the world on January 24, 1949, a blustery Monday. The Belushis returned from the hospital to a narrow brown-brick duplex at 3114 W. Walton Street that housed three generations.


John’s grandfather, Anastassios, died in the summer of 1949. His widow, Vasilo “Nena” Belushi, moved in with Adam and Agnes and became a second mother to John. By the time he entered kindergarten, John “was like a little man,” Agnes said. He would walk out the front door, “wander up the street, walk into a neighbor’s house, sit down and strike up a conversation.” He “never really spoke like a child,” so neighbors treated him like an adult. They called him Pancho, for his dark olive skin.


The Belushi home sat near Humboldt Park, the neighborhood’s namesake, a two-hundred-acre sanctuary that boasted an arched boathouse overlooking a lagoon, ballfields, tennis courts, a beach, and an outdoor swimming pool. Agnes would drop John and Marian in a sandbox and leave them there, an entirely reasonable act in that era of free-range parenting. “John just took care of himself.”


The Belushis welcomed a third child, Jim, in the summer of 1954. John, age five, picked up the telephone in the Belushi home and gave the operator enough information to place a call to the hospital where Agnes lay. “Everyone thought it was very cute,” he said. “I still don’t know how I managed it.”


A year later, Adam Belushi left the Olympia and opened a new restaurant, the Fair Oaks, five miles west of the family home. The family was outgrowing the Walton Street house. A waitress at the Fair Oaks told Adam that her brother was selling his home in Wheaton, twenty miles west of the Fair Oaks at the outer edge of Chicago’s swelling suburban sprawl. She urged Adam to take a look.


Postwar suburbanization and white flight were reshaping Chicago. The city’s white head count would plummet from 86 percent of the population in 1950 to 76 percent in 1960 and 66 percent in 1970. The city’s overall population remained flat while the suburbs exploded, adding roughly one hundred thousand residents per year, most of them white. The Great Migration had filled Chicago neighborhoods with African Americans fleeing the state-sanctioned racism of the South. Many white communities responded by sealing their borders, working with realtors and lenders to turn away Black families, transforming Chicago into a tense checkerboard of white and Black neighborhoods. Then came the landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954, which decreed segregation of public schools unconstitutional. After that, the arrival of a single Black family in a historically white enclave might send white homeowners scrambling to the suburbs. Falling home prices and impoverished schools in the city drove away yet more families, feeding the cycle of flight.


In 1955, the Belushis joined the exodus, leaving the city for a home in a town so remote, it barely qualified as a suburb. Wheaton rose out of the cornfields as a vision of upscale Republican suburbia. The city’s history intertwined with that of Wheaton College, a private institution founded by evangelical abolitionists. Wheaton’s shops and restaurants neither sold nor served alcohol. Beyond the city’s western frontier lay farmland.


“We weren’t literally the last stop on the commuter train; Geneva was,” said Will Greene, a family friend. “But if you looked to the west, it was Iowa.”


Against Wheaton’s white, Christian tableau, Blacks, Hispanics, and immigrants from impoverished communist countries stood out. Friends and neighbors assumed the Belushis were Italian, a misperception the Belushis did nothing to correct.


John and Marian Belushi enrolled at Whittier elementary school, named for the abolitionist poet John Greenleaf Whittier. The family settled into a single-story, three-bedroom wooden ranch house with an attached garage, draped in siding and shaded by pines. The dwelling sat in a working-class enclave of an upper-class town. John and Jim shared bunk beds in an alcove tucked between the kitchen and the garage. Nena slept on the sunporch. A third son, Billy, arrived in 1960. Local rumor held that Nena helped Agnes deliver him in the kitchen.


“A lot of people, and a little tiny house,” said Juanita Payne, a family friend. “And they were big people.”


John, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, seemed forever hungry. He stopped frequently at the door of Jeff Moffat, a friend, to angle for food.


“Mrs. Moffat,” he would beckon, nose pressed to the screen.


“Oh, hi, John,” Jeff’s mother would reply.


“A delectable aroma drew me to your back door as I was cruising along Pershing Avenue,” he would continue, evoking Popeye’s gluttonous friend J. Wellington Wimpy. Jeff’s mother would invite him in.


On the first day of classes at Thomas Edison Junior High School in the autumn of 1961, Chris Sautter struck up a friendship with a fellow seventh-grader named Tom Stansfield. At lunchtime, Stansfield told Sautter, “You’ve gotta meet this kid, John Belushi.” They headed to the cafeteria, where Sautter beheld a boy who resembled a full-grown man. The boys sat down. Tom instructed John, “Talk like Kennedy.” John unfurled a familiar Boston brogue. “And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.”


John had discovered the recordings of Kennedy-era stand-ups Jonathan Winters and Bob Newhart. “John played comedy albums over and over again, a million times, until you’d go crazy,” Marian Belushi remembered. “He’d imitate them in the mirror for hours, and then he’d make me listen to him act them out just to get my opinion. Sometimes he’d wake me up in the middle of the night to do this. Then he started writing little skits.”


Winters was a master impressionist. “John could do all of his characters,” brother Jim said: Cary Grant and John Wayne, cheeky Maude Frickert, and hayseed Elwood P. Suggins. John also developed his own impressions, targeting Kennedy; Richard J. Daley, Chicago’s inarticulate mayor; and various teachers and coaches. At school, the moment a teacher left the classroom, John would launch into pitch-perfect mimicry. “When the teacher walked back in, Belushi would be sitting there like an angel, and everybody else would be laughing,” Chris Sautter said.


John imitated his parents, but not to their faces. “He never actually mimicked my father in front of him. Oh, no,” Jim recalled. “Of course, he probably could have done it right to my father’s face, and [my father] wouldn’t even have known it.”


John’s mother and grandmother provided most of the parenting because John’s humorless father was seldom home. Agnes meted out halfhearted discipline. After one spanking, John instructed Jim, “Just laugh when she hits us.” The boys kept Agnes laughing. In time, she lost interest in spankings.


At the dinner table, John would bow his head, flip up both eyelids to expose their fleshy interiors, then raise his head ghoulishly, leaving his mother breathless from laughter. Adam would go right on eating.


Adam spent weeknights in an apartment above the Fair Oaks, returning home for weekends to assign chores and enumerate rules. Adam worked through holidays. One day, his father off at work, John unfurled an impression of the patriarch at the dinner table. “Number one,” he said, half rising from his seat for emphasis, as his father did. “You take out the garbage. Number two, you do the lawn. Number three, I want you to help your mother with the dishes. Number four, turn over the garden for Nena.”


That act, too, left Agnes panting from laughter.


John’s dark complexion drew notice in the hallways of Edison Junior High. To evade the bullies, John projected a confidence that bordered on contempt. In the fall of 1962, in eighth grade, John came upon a new student in the halls, an air force brat named George Karwoski, just arrived in Wheaton. Karwoski had completed his first class, and he could not locate the next one. He walked aimlessly down the hallway. “And here comes this guy that is the oddest-looking guy I’d seen in a long time,” he recalled. “Very short legs, very long torso, and very long arms. And he had a five-o’clock shadow, hair on his knuckles, and a lot of curly hair on top of his head. And he looked kind of Italian.”


Karwoski asked the boy for directions. John eyed the new student with disdain. “It’s upstairs,” he said coolly. “First door on that hallway when you come out of the stairway.” And then he was gone.


At day’s end, Karwoski encountered the long-armed boy again at basketball tryouts. John sat within a scrum of eighth-grade boys. Karwoski pegged him as the leader. As boys approached the basket with awkward leaps, the observers alternately cheered or glowered, following the lead of the olive-skinned boy. Eventually, Karwoski’s turn arrived, and he leapt higher than anyone else. Silence followed. Karwoski looked over at the group and found their stocky leader, hands on his hips and a scowl on his face.


Classmates might have dismissed John as a knuckle-dragger. But time revealed the Belushi boy’s complexity. At the school’s annual talent show, previewing the sort of characters he would eventually perform on Saturday Night Live, John transformed into Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, holding a press conference and testily answering questions from fellow students whom he had planted in the audience. John capped the performance by banging his shoe on the podium, mimicking Khrushchev’s outburst at the United Nations a few years earlier.


After the show, the principal found Adam and Agnes Belushi in a hallway. “Mr. and Mrs. Belushi,” he said, “your son is incredibly talented. Compared to most of the kids that come through this school, he’s really one in a million.”


John’s family, however, remained a source of embarrassment for him. To overcome the ethnic stigma, he grew aggressively social. “He connected with everyone—the in-crowd, the bookish types, and the greasers,” Chris Sautter recalled. John entertained classmates with targeted humor, reeling off impressions of the popular kids but never the outsiders. John himself felt like an outsider.


John went out for track and football and excelled at the latter, his stumpy legs generating surprising speed on the field. Agnes brought her outsize personality to every game. John never missed an after-school activity, the better to avoid busboy shifts at his father’s restaurant.


The mercurial Belushi business hovered at its prosperous peak. In 1963, Adam and brother Pete opened a second Fair Oaks restaurant. The new eatery sat in Chicago’s booming northwest suburbs, with loftier pretentions than the original.


“The place had thick carpets and cloth wallpaper, oil paintings, a piano player in the bar and the best prime rib I’ve ever had,” said the journalist Mike Royko, a family friend who attended the opening. “We toasted their success. It was a long way from tending sheep in Albania, and they had earned it.”


When John was thirteen, his parents borrowed money to buy him a blue drum kit. He joined a succession of rock bands, though he could barely play.


At the end of junior high school, John took home awards for best athlete and best actor. He collected another award from the American Legion, the veterans’ organization, recognizing character and classic American values. He traveled three hours south to the state capital in Springfield for a celebratory dinner. When he returned home, he told Agnes it had been the happiest day of his life.


In the fall of 1963, John entered Wheaton Community High School, renamed Wheaton Central High School the following year. Though only fourteen, he was already approaching his full height of five foot nine and his linebacker weight of 190 pounds.


He assumed the role of big brother to Marian, his older sister. “One night we were in the bleachers at a football game, and some guy called me a name,” she said. “John heard him, and he got really mad, grabbed the guy and hit him. The guy dropped to the ground and tumbled all the way down the bleachers. I was really upset. I said to John, ‘What did you do that for?’


“‘Forget it,’ he shot back. ‘No one talks to you like that.’


“We went down to the bottom of the bleachers, and this guy was just lying there. I picked up his head to see if he was all right, and John goes, ‘You apologize to my sister right now.’ The guy’s bleeding all over himself, and John’s standing over him, making him apologize to me. I was a junior. John was a freshman.”


After school, John practiced on his drum kit, jumping from one garage band to the next. He remained an erratic drummer and sang with a gruff, tonally challenged baritone. Once in a while, bandmates let him sing.


In the autumn of 1964, John joined his most enduring high school band, eventually known as the Ravins. The ensemble evolved from a friendship John had struck up with a fellow student named Michael Blasucci, who played guitar. Their surnames were so close, classmates thought they were brothers. The boys discovered a shared passion for Chuck Berry and the Beatles. They talked music in class until the teacher separated them. They gathered after school for jam sessions, guitar and drums pounding away until they ran out of songs or police shut them down. John liked to sing “Bad Boy,” the old Larry Williams song repopularized by the Beatles, with a shredding faux-Lennon vocal. A classmate joined on keyboard. Michael’s brother Dick learned bass.


The Ravins performed in Belushi’s garage, in school hallways, and at the local youth center. Michael handled most of the vocals. John was “a little shy at first, but then he would come out front and sing,” Blasucci said. “He actually accused me of upstaging him because the drums were always set up in the back.”


Blasucci remembered Nena, John’s grandmother, as the woman who would answer the phone and apprise him, in her limited English, “Johnny no home.” He remembered Agnes Belushi as irrepressible.


“She would do some things that would really embarrass John,” Blasucci said. Once, the Ravins threw a party for some friends in the Belushi basement. Before long, Agnes appeared in the basement and started dancing. John shooed her away.


In the summer after John’s sophomore year, the Rolling Stones released “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction,” their first number-one hit in the United States. John learned to sing it. When the Stones toured America that fall, John persuaded some bandmates to go into the city for the concert, staged on November 28, 1965, at the Arie Crown Theater.


Inspired by the Beatles and the Stones, the Ravins found matching red-and-black uniforms, topped with black, removable turtleneck collars. That winter, they traveled downtown to a studio owned by a Blasucci family friend and recorded a single, penned by the band, titled “Listen to Me Now.” Michael Blasucci sang lead. They pressed one hundred copies and dispatched some to local deejays, to no avail. The boys gave some away, painted the rest ironical gold and repurposed them as Frisbees.


The Ravins impressed everyone at Wheaton Central but the football coach. By his junior year, John had earned a starting position on the varsity football team. Coach didn’t like his star linebacker moonlighting in a rock ’n’ roll band.


For John, football was performance. “He didn’t like to practice or do the drills,” recalled Howard Barnes, the coach. “But as soon as you turned the lights on, he was super.” John worked up a devastating impression of Coach Barnes using gym-teacher math to break down the grading policy for phys-ed class: “One-fifth for wrestling, one-fifth for basketball, one-fifth on calisthenics, one-fifth on volleyball and one-fifth on football. And one-half on attitude.” In another bit, John portrayed Coach delivering a pregame pep talk and then reluctantly turning it over to his inebriated assistant, who wobbled and waved his arms as he slurred, “All right! How many of you guys beat off last night? How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t masturbate. It saps your strength. Did any of you touch yourself before the game? I bet you did.”


Agnes shared her son’s impulse to lean into Wheaton social life, leveraging her big personality to counter the stigma of otherness.


“That’s where John got all that. She was funny and charming,” said family friend Juanita Payne. “She was not very tall but very, very fat. She worked at the drugstore, and people would go into the drugstore just to see Mrs. Belushi. She was a wonderful person. They would have football dinners. She was the one who organized them. She was a little pushy, so some of the other mothers shied away from her.”


Agnes Belushi worked so hard, in part, to compensate for the social shortcomings of her dour and elusive husband. The American economy of the middle 1960s was booming. But Chicago was enduring an exodus of affluent families of all races to the suburbs. Adam Belushi found that he could not support his family on his earnings at the Fair Oaks. Agnes worked at a pharmacy. John took shifts as a dishwasher at an iconic Wheaton diner called the Seven Dwarfs, next to the drugstore. Agnes sometimes came in for lunch.


Much of the time, John’s outward persona was decidedly unfunny. He stalked the halls of Wheaton Central, glaring with intense eyes framed by heavy, arched brows. He did not drink or smoke or take drugs. He did not really date. He was home in bed by ten. He lectured teammates to follow his puritanical lead. At the start of his junior year, he threatened to turn in Chuck Kelley, the star quarterback, for drinking beer over the summer. “And we needed Kelley,” said Tom Stansfield, a teammate. “Because we only had one quarterback who was any good.” Friends dissuaded him.


John won election as sergeant at arms in the school’s mock Congress, a job he took all too seriously. In a meeting with school administrators, John learned that students had been marking up lockers. “I’ll take care of it,” he told the principal. After school the next day, the principal found John with the offending students, standing guard like a warden while they scrubbed lockers.


John’s impulse for caveman violence usually found a righteous outlet. At times, he meted out cruelty for no apparent reason, like a brute in the showers snapping others with a twisted-up towel. Once, during the sadistic gym-class ritual of dodgeball, John cornered Tom Stansfield against the bleachers with his shirt off. “He’s gonna throw this dodgeball at me,” Stansfield recalled. “I said, ‘Belushi, don’t do that.’ He did it anyway. Put a welt on me. Consequently, I punched him in the face. We went to the athletic director’s office. I got kicked out of school for three days. He wasn’t being funny at all. He was being an asshole. I’ve still got a scar on a finger of my right hand from where I cut the finger on his tooth.”


John’s glowering presence made the funny stuff funnier. In one variety-show sketch, he took the stage in football pants, a whistle around his neck and a clipboard in his hand. He blew the whistle.


“All right, campers,” he growled. “Gather round. First, I want to welcome you to Camp Concentration. And I want to introduce you to your counselors: Igor. Frankenstein. Now, I want to let you all know that there are things you can buy at the camp canteen. You can buy a Camp Concentration T-shirt, and for an extra three bucks, they will brand Camp Concentration on your chest.


“Now, I’m sure you’re wondering why you’re all handcuffed together,” he continued, in a Newhart deadpan, to riotous laughter. “Well, we’re going on our opening hike, and I want you to know, we’ve never had one accident or one fatality on this hike. Well, would you believe two accidents? Would you believe one fatality? Well, we’re hoping this will be the first one that we make it through OK. Igor? Where are you going? You’re heading off the cliff! And they’re all handcuffed together! Igor! Igor!”


In another sketch, John and some friends dressed as acrobats and lined up onstage. They leapt into motion, crisscrossing the stage, running past each other and yelling “Hey!” but never performing any actual acrobatics.


At the end of his junior year, John upgraded from a bicycle to a BMW motorcycle. He bought it with his own earnings from a departing football teammate. John persuaded some friends to procure their own motorcycles.


The last Friday night of school found John and his football buddies riding around Wheaton on their motorcycles, weighing which party to crash. “Hey, listen,” John beckoned to Mark Carlson. “Come on over to my house. I want to watch this thing on TV.” The boys arrived at the Belushi home. John went to the television and turned on WTTW, the public broadcasting station. “It was some kind of Playhouse 90 thing, you know, Masterpiece Theater or something like that,” Carlson recalled. John wanted to spend the last Friday night of the school year watching a televised play. Minutes ticked away. Carlson pleaded, “John, this is terrible. This is really, really boring. Let’s get out of here.”


“Oh, no way,” John replied. “I gotta see this, I gotta watch this. This is really good. I’ll catch up with you later.” Carlson sighed and departed.


John’s football teammates never warmed to his theatrical impulses, but other classmates did. His Camp Concentration sketch intrigued Judy Jacklin, a freshman of fifteen with aqua eyes, chestnut hair, and a rebellious streak. She hailed from a WASP family in an upscale section of Wheaton. She first spotted John at a party, singing the dirty version of “Louie Louie” and enunciating the words. She admired his mischievous wit.


One summer day, Judy attended a baseball game with friends, trolling for boys. The girls encountered a group of older students, one of whom she recognized as the variety-show boy with the expressive brown eyes. John was leaning against a car and talking to his friends, dressed in jeans and a V-neck sweater, “hands stuffed in his front pockets, thumbs out, James Dean style,” she remembered. The boys offered the girls a ride home.


“When we got to my house,” Judy said, “John stepped out of the car to let me out. Goofing around, I shut the door, waved to the driver and said, ‘Thanks for the ride!’ They just drove off and left us there. We were both a little surprised and embarrassed, because we’d hardly ever spoken.” They stood and talked until the car returned, John reticent and tongue-tied, drawing Judy’s attention to his eyes. When his gaze accidentally caught hers, both conversants recoiled as if from shock.


A few days later, Judy and her girlfriends went to Herrick Lake, a forest preserve outside town. They found some older boys, and Judy spotted John among them. The group rented boats. John and Judy wound up in the same craft. A water fight erupted. On a backswing with his oar, John struck Judy in the arm. He dropped the oar in horror, grabbed Judy’s arm and rubbed it gently, anguished that he might have hurt her. He apologized, again and again. That night, he telephoned her at home to ask, “How’s your arm?” She said it was fine. He telephoned again the next night: “How’s your arm?” Judy laughed. They talked some more. He called again every night for a week. On the fourth or fifth night, he changed his question and asked if Judy would accompany him to the homecoming dance. She said yes.


Judy had penned a list of traits for the perfect boyfriend: “Good at sports, smart, musical, and funny,” she recalled. “And he was all those things. And, of course, I thought he was Italian, as most people did.”


Over the summer, John spent two weeks in Lansing, the capital of Michigan, four hours away. A Michigan State University program offered sessions in debate, a discipline in which John excelled. But he spent his two weeks studying theater, his new passion. A photograph in the Lansing State Journal pictured him sitting beside three costumed princesses.


One steamy morning in August, George Karwoski sat with some football teammates at the A&W stand after a sweat-soaked preseason practice, chugging root beer. They watched as John appeared on the horizon, leading a squadron of boys on motorcycles, sneering like Brando in The Wild One. “These are white-bread, west-suburban kids,” Karwoski remembered. But the display unnerved the restaurant manager, who emerged from the stand. Pegging John as the ringleader, the manager walked up to him and asked him to leave. John gazed at the restaurateur for a long moment, impassive. Then he shrugged. “OK.” He twirled a forefinger in the air, and he and his friends started their engines en masse. He twirled the finger again and steered his bike into a tight circle around the A&W stand. His friends followed. They circled, five, six times, drawing smiles from surrounded teammates as the poor manager looked on in horror. Then, they revved their engines and rode off.


Football season arrived. One Friday night that fall, the team faced a worthy opponent, featuring an all-state offensive back named Al Lettow. “He was fast and big,” said Bob Haeger, a teammate. “And we were getting pumped at stopping this guy.” The opposing team got the ball. In the silence before the first play, John bellowed, “Give it to Lettow! I want Lettow!” Every time the fullback got the ball, John tried to bring him down. At halftime, the opposing school announced that Lettow had been named homecoming king. John’s eyes widened. “So, the first time they get the ball in the second half,” Haeger recalled, John screamed, “GIVE THE BALL TO THE KING! I WANT THE KING!”


The next weekend was homecoming at Wheaton Central. The dance would be John’s first real date with Judy. He wore a tuxedo with a white jacket. She wore an ankle-length white dress with a ruffled front. John drove her to the dance in the Jacklin family car; Judy wasn’t allowed on a motorcycle. Wheaton students named John the homecoming king. Judy settled for a seat in the queen’s court. The tin crown sat too small on John’s bulbous head, and he looked uncomfortable posing for pictures and dancing with the queen. When the ceremony was over, he told Judy he wanted to leave.


The first time Judy arrived at the Belushi home for dinner, she felt she had entered another world—and this was why John usually met friends at the curb. “Most of the activity took place in the disproportionately large kitchen,” Judy said. Nena, John’s grandmother, struck Judy as a stereotypical immigrant woman, wearing a housedress, apron, hairnet, and slippers, and communicating with John in Albanian phrases that he somehow understood. “It was clear from the beginning that she was the one who held the family together,” Judy said. Nena set the table with massive platters of food, enough for two or three families. When the Belushis sat down, the table erupted in movement, diners racing to fill their plates, everyone talking at once.


Dinner at the Jacklin home, by contrast, unfolded in silence, save for the clinking of silver on china. Judy’s mother served tiny portions. John went home hungry.


In his senior year, John co-captained his football team. The Chicago Tribune named him an all-star. Yet, his days as a five-foot-nine linebacker were numbered, and it was punishing work. John led the team in tackles. “He got his bell rung a lot. There were a lot of concussions,” Jim Belushi recalled, though none was ever diagnosed. One day, Jim walked into the laundry room of the family home and found John “holding onto the cement sink, and he was shaking,” gripped by some sort of seizure. “And then he fell.” Paramedics rushed him to the hospital. “He had spinal taps, X-rays. They couldn’t find out what it was.” John returned home and carried on as if nothing had happened, reprising his role as human battering ram on the football field.


Increasingly, John gravitated toward his speech teacher, Dan Payne. John was the star debater at Wheaton Central, and Payne directed the annual spring variety show, with John playing an ever-greater role. “Whenever John walked out from the curtains, the audience was already laughing before he was even halfway to the microphone,” Payne remembered. “By his senior year, we’d just tell him, ‘Okay, we need a comedy routine here, here and here. John, you got two minutes, five minutes and four minutes.’ We never knew what he was going to do. We just knew it was going to be funny.”


For one senior-year sketch, John trotted out a jug band called the Mountain Men, one student on banjo, another on guitar, a third on kazoo, and serenaded the crowd with a version of Tex Ritter’s “I Dreamed of a Hill-Billy Heaven” that seemed “somewhat serious,” Bob Haeger said. John didn’t joke about music.


John and his motorcycle had appeared one day at the home of Dan and Juanita Payne. Soon he was doing odd jobs for the couple and their neighbors for extra cash, washing windows poorly, sometimes sleeping in an extra bedroom the couple outfitted as an escape from the Belushi home. When John started dating Judy, he told Juanita, “She’s the one for me.”


“How can you tell so soon?” she asked.


“I just know,” he replied.


Judy wasn’t so sure. She was sixteen. They traveled in different circles. John abhorred drugs and drink. Judy feared drugs but was already drinking when she and John became a couple. When alcohol ran scarce, Judy and her friends turned to cough syrup. John disapproved. The couple sparred. Judy declined dates with John to drink with friends. Six months into the relationship, spatting over a house party, they broke up. She was glad—she didn’t want to miss the party. Within hours, though, she regretted the split. “And there was something else,” she said, “something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. A feeling in the pit of my stomach.” The next day, Judy wrote John a note and confessed her feelings. He told Judy he loved her, too. They resolved to go steady, and soon they were spending every free hour together.





Chapter 2



Rantoul Rag


AS JOHN’S HIGH SCHOOL CAREER neared its end, he fretted over how to finance a future. Both of his father’s restaurants were struggling. Marian, his older sister, was soon to wed, an event for which John’s parents were planning a lavish party with meager funds. If John wished to avoid the draft and a ticket to Vietnam, he had to start college. He would need some kind of scholarship, football or theater. During senior year, he took a drama class, and Dan Payne cast him in a prominent role in a production titled My Three Angels, about a trio of convicts in South America. It was John’s first serious role, performed to considerable fanfare.


As summer approached, Payne pestered John to audition for stock theater. One of Payne’s Chicago friends, Adrian Rehner, operated a summer program in rural Indiana, five hours south. Rehner mostly hired college theater majors and twenty-something actors. Payne persuaded him to consider John, who reluctantly agreed. Payne picked him up one rainy Saturday for a trip into the city for the audition. John emerged from his house in a suit and tie, as dressy as Payne had ever seen him. He climbed into Payne’s Ford station wagon, and they drove off.


“I’m not sure I really want to do this,” John said softly, peering out the passenger window. “I can’t be in shows if I play football.” They pulled into the parking lot beside the football field, a symbol of John’s conflict, and stopped to talk. John explained his fear of the draft, his family’s profligate spending, and his need for scholarship funds. John had to choose football or acting. Slow down, Payne urged. He wasn’t talking about a career, just a summer job.


They drove on. As they reached the city, John asked to stop again. Payne pulled up to a White Hen Pantry convenience store. John purchased a soda and again unburdened himself, complaining bitterly about his father’s failing business and reckless spending and absentee parenting, and his sister’s impending nuptials. “If they can pay for the wedding,” he seethed, “why can’t they pay for my college?”


Payne patiently talked John back into the car, telling him he had nothing to lose by auditioning.


They arrived at Adrian Rehner’s home. John walked inside, joining fifty other actors reading for a dozen jobs at Shawnee Summer Theatre. Payne waited in the car. When John emerged, he told Payne, “I wasn’t very good.” Payne suspected otherwise. John sometimes sleepwalked through rehearsal or practice, but when the lights went up, he went all out, always.


When the auditions were over, Payne and John entered the Rehner house together. The director had several auditioners perform additional scenes. When John’s turn came, he lit up the room, reducing fellow actors to peals of laughter. Rehner motioned Payne to join him in the kitchen.


“Does he have problems memorizing lines?” Rehner asked.


“No, no,” Payne replied. “He can learn lines very well.” In truth, John didn’t so much memorize lines as intentionally forget them. He was always improvising, trying to improve on the script. He struggled to stay in his assigned spot onstage. He tended toward overacting. In one high school variety show, John had revealed a dead-on Marlon Brando impression. At each performance that day, John had ripped his shirt, then ripped it a little more. By the final skit, the shirt barely hung from his back. Payne shared none of this. Rehner told Payne he would call that night with his decision.


Back in the car, John’s mood had transformed. “That’s what I want to do,” he beamed. The other actors had all been older and more experienced, but John had commanded the room, had gotten the laughs. He peppered Payne with questions: Would the gig pay fifty dollars a week? That was how much his father demanded from a summer job. Who was Adrian Rehner? Did Payne think John would get the gig? He seemed to have forgotten football.


Payne dropped John off and returned home. A half hour later, Rehner called.


“He’s the most talented son of a bitch I’ve ever seen,” Rehner said. John had the job. “It’s forty-five dollars a week,” he said. “That’s all we can afford.”


Payne explained that John’s parents expected fifty. The Paynes would cover the difference.


John graduated in the Wheaton Central High School class of 1967 with a C average and the “Most Humorous” award. He packed up his motorcycle for the drive to Indiana.


Adrian Rehner and his brother had launched the Shawnee theater in 1960 in Bloomfield, Indiana, a lonely prairie town not far from Indiana University. John roared into the camp on his motorcycle, all eyes upon him. He dismounted theatrically, as if he were already onstage.


The presumptive star of Shawnee that summer was Vic Caroli, a working actor of twenty-five who had served in the army. Caroli promptly hooked up with Lynn Lowry, a cat-eyed beauty of nineteen.


“Well, John had a real hard-on for Lynn,” Caroli recalled. “He wanted to be shacked up with Lynn, but I was. And this did not sit well with John.” Caroli didn’t know his romantic rival had a steady girlfriend back in Illinois.


John was too far from Wheaton for weekly visits, so he sent Judy letters. “I can’t believe it here,” he wrote on June 25, in the first week of rehearsal. “There is no supervision at all. At night, every time I do something, I always expect some adult to say, ‘Hey kid, you can’t do that!’ But no one cares.”


John had arrived in Indiana a clean-cut, teetotaling jock. The other actors took him out drinking. They introduced him to pot. Toking remained taboo, even in theater circles, so John and his castmates retreated with their stash to a mysterious spot they called Strawberry Fields. Beer outings, too, took planning. Bloomfield had one stoplight and one bar. The only other action lay at the Naval Surface Warfare Center, ten miles away.


“Strangely enough, there was a naval base,” said Mark Kurlansky, a theater major from Butler University, destined for fame as a best-selling author. “I say ‘strangely enough’ because you couldn’t be more inland than southern Indiana. They invited us all to go to their officers’ club.” They journeyed there, John and Kurlansky joined by Tommy Long, a friend from Chicago.


“And we had a drink. One drink.” John gulped his down like root beer. “And suddenly, John just got this wide-eyed look and made some kind of noise, like o-ye-o-ye-o, and he went out of the bar, and he jumped onto the grass and started rolling down the hill. He was completely blotto from this one drink. And I remember Tommy and me saying to him, ‘You ought to stay away from alcohol.’ That was the next day, because he was too blotto; we had to take him home. This was a guy who couldn’t deal with substances. I’d never seen anybody react that way to one drink.”


The Shawnee company continued rehearsals. As a theatrical performer, John revealed himself as remarkable, and remarkably raw.


“He wasn’t very big, but he had this big personality,” Vic Caroli said. “There was a fire about him, and he wanted all eyes to be on him. You kind of knew right away he wasn’t an actor.” No: Belushi was a comedian. He would go off script, improvising new lines that sounded funnier. “You just didn’t know what he was gonna do. But he did the best Marlon Brando I ever heard in my life.”


Backstage, John picked up where he had left off at Wheaton Central, breaking up his castmates with impressions, enlisting them in impromptu sketches.


“He’d have somebody put a ping-pong ball in his mouth,” Mark Kurlansky said. “And he’d walk into the room, and he’d do a voice-over, ‘Suzy Creamcheese, what’s got into you?’” riffing on a song by the anarchic Mothers of Invention. “And then you’d spit out the ping-pong ball. He got all of us to do bits. And he said this was his career, this was what he was going to go on to do. And I remember thinking, I don’t know how he’s going to make a career out of this.”


The Shawnee Summer Theatre launched its season in July 1967 with a production of John Loves Mary, a wartime romantic comedy. John played a general. “Some special word should be given about this last performer,” a reporter opined in the Linton Daily Citizen of July 6. “Belushi has a lot of possibility, but he seemed to have either been directed to be too big, or else he simply ran away with the part and made it too unreal.” John was overacting.


John didn’t mention the review in his letter to Judy, two days later. He did say he had bought a copy of the new Beatles album, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and had played it over and over for the other actors. He thought of Judy when he heard Ringo sing “With a Little Help from My Friends.” That thought led to another.


“Well, I guess I better tell you now, Judy,” he confessed. “I smoked pot the other night. It’s really something. It is better than being drunk and doesn’t do any physical harm to you. I might take it again, but I don’t know.” John did not want his beer-drinking, drug-fearing girlfriend to know he was toking every night.


Castmates had told John about an improvisational comedy troupe in Chicago that sounded like a perfect fit for his skills. “When I get back,” John wrote, “we’ll have to go to Second City once to see a show.”


John learned quickly. Rehner, the director, taught him how to stay in the scene, even if his character wasn’t doing anything, and not to shuffle around or ad-lib or create his own little scene. “It’s not about you,” he instructed.


John couldn’t really act, castmates observed, but he could imitate. Cast as Cardinal Wolsey in Anne of the Thousand Days, the British costume drama, John voiced his part as Rod Steiger, the combustible character actor. The audience loved it.


Dan and Juanita Payne and Judy drove down to southern Indiana in August to watch John in Harvey, his final production at Shawnee. Six plays in seven weeks had sharpened his skills. “I just couldn’t believe that it was John,” Dan Payne recalled. “I was amazed.”


On the final night, John walked up to Vic Caroli, who had snagged the lead in the final show. “You know, Caroli,” John said, “I don’t like you very much.”


“Yeah, John,” Caroli replied, “you made that pretty plain.” John still resented his costar for hooking up with lovely Lynn Lowry.


“But you know what?” John continued. “One day I’d like to be half the actor that you are.” He stalked away.


The next day, John climbed onto his motorcycle and caravanned back to Wheaton behind Judy and the Paynes in their station wagon.


Over the summer, John had evolved from clean-shaven jock to hirsute hippie stoner. He was done with football. He wanted to act. “You should leave me now,” he told Judy, “because it’s not going to be easy. I’ll probably never make any money, so you’ll have to support us.” Judy told John she didn’t care. John pledged that if he couldn’t make a living as an actor by age thirty, he would find a real job.


The Belushis had no money for college tuition, so John chased scholarship dollars. One local school, Illinois Wesleyan University, recruited him for drama and football, only to reject him for grades. He settled for the University of Wisconsin campus in Whitewater, two hours north, a public institution with relaxed admissions and a serviceable drama department.


Tommy Long, the fellow Shawnee performer, ran into Dan Payne and congratulated him on the splendid work the Albanian had done in summer stock.


“The Albanian?” Payne replied, perplexed. John had told the Paynes his parents were Italian and Greek. Why would he have made that up?


Long explained that John had gotten loaded and confided his secret identity. Sometime later, Payne confronted John on the lie.


“The people in Wheaton …” John explained haltingly. “There was enough trouble around here without telling anyone.”


The revelation drew them closer. As a belated graduation present, just before John departed for college, the Paynes drove John and Judy into the city to watch a performance at Second City, Chicago’s famed improvisational comedy troupe. On the way, Dan Payne told John the theater’s story.


At the turn of the 1950s, some University of Chicago students produced a series of erudite plays for the school’s University Theater. They experimented with breaking the fourth wall—interacting with the audience rather than pretending it wasn’t there. In 1955, those efforts spawned the Compass Players, an ensemble that more or less launched the genre of modern improvisational theater. The Compass Players had no scripts. They crafted scenes from brief outlines, performing on a bare stage. In 1959, some Compass Players alumni formed a new group in the Old Town section of Chicago’s North Side. The ensemble started each show with prepared scenes, then staged an improvisation inspired by audience suggestions. They took their name from a pretentious New Yorker series about Chicago titled “Second City.”


By the time John and Judy walked into the theater in August 1967, Second City and its antecedents had launched the careers of Ed Asner, Mike Nichols, Elaine May, Alan Arkin, Barbara Harris, Alan Alda, and Joan Rivers. One month earlier, the theater had moved into an ambitious new entertainment complex at 1616 North Wells Street. The inaugural revue, From the Second City, comprised a greatest-hits package of reliable scenes from past shows. For John and Judy, the performance provided a Second City primer: sketches about a pedestrian transformed into a mannequin in a store window, a sadistic dentist and his fretful patient, a couple at a Catholic high school dance, and a klatch of Irishmen recounting ghastly good old days.


As the show unfolded, John sat mesmerized, looking as if he might leap from his seat and join the action. Leaving the theater, he stopped, turned to Judy, and said, “This, this is what I want to do.” On the way home, John offered an animated commentary for Judy and the Paynes, replaying some scenes from memory, passionately critiquing others, thrashing wildly in his seat.


After the summer adventures, John’s first year of college in Wisconsin rang anticlimactic. He nearly flunked speech class. He barely registered in student drama productions. He grew his hair. He hitchhiked home on weekends to visit Judy. He sometimes worked weekends as an usher at an improv theater in Chicago—not Second City but a revival of the Compass Players, the original Hyde Park troupe.


“Dear Judy,” John wrote in a letter.


I guess I’m going through what they call an identity crisis. You know, who am I, who do I want to be. Any way you look at it, we’re going to suffer in life. The only thing we can do is choose which way we will suffer. Sure, I’ve got big plans for us, but what if I fall on my face and we’re miserable? Being a basically happy person, prone to occasional melancholy despair, I’m not sure of anything right now in this whole damn fucked-up world. The only thing I am sure of is that if it wasn’t for you, I’d be a mental and physical wreck, and you’re the most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to me.


Judy’s parents grew increasingly wary of her hippie boyfriend. John and Judy argued over politics and war. John told Judy he supported the Vietnam protesters even when they rioted. “Democracy is no good unless it is dangerous,” he wrote. Judy responded with patriotic platitudes parroted from her parents.


Over the winter holiday, at a social gathering, Judy overheard John in covert conversation with a friend, hissing, “Did you get it?” The only contraband she could imagine John chasing was condoms. She winced at the thought of John telling someone they were sleeping together. On the car ride home, she sulked. John asked what was wrong. She admitted overhearing the conversation.


“I just got a little pot,” John said.


Judy and her friends had raided their parents’ liquor cabinets since the start of high school, but of cannabis culture, she remained oblivious and afraid. She stared out the window in silent shock as John explained that lots of kids on campus smoked dope, that it was as common on the quad as beer.


After many more arguments, Judy agreed to try marijuana. “One night at a drive-in,” she remembered, “he pulled out a joint and lit it, reminding me of a pusher in a movie I’d seen at school.” Judy felt nothing—until she realized she could no longer follow the plot of the film. They went for a soda, and Judy marveled at how brightly the snack bar glowed. They waited at a table for service, wondering why the waitresses ignored them.


Then they realized they had to order at the counter, and they burst out laughing. Back in the car, they kissed. Judy felt giddy and warm.


As John’s first year of college drew to a close, it became clear his family would not fund a second year. He returned to Wheaton, unsure of his next step. Adam Belushi had always expected his oldest son to inherit the family business, however meager. He pressed the issue that summer.


“I’ll give you my business,” Adam said. “I’ll sign it over to you right now.” That was the immigrant way: son helped father.


No, John replied. That was not the life he wanted. He was going to act. To support his education, John found a job delivering furniture in the city. “On payday,” Judy recalled, “he would keep some of the cash for spending and give me the rest to save for him—his entire life’s savings was in my piggy bank.”


John’s orbit drew ever closer to Chicago. One summer evening, he turned up on his motorcycle at a noisy town house on Orchard Street, near the Second City theater. He was looking for Warren Leming, co-founder of a locally famous band named Wilderness Road.


Leming’s pot-scented house parties were legendary. “A bluegrass band in one room, and there’d be someone banging on a drum and doing a beatnik rap in another,” Leming recalled. John introduced himself, telling Leming he was torn about his future and needed someone to advise him whether to return to Wisconsin and study or stay in Chicago and act. Friends had referred him to Leming, as if the guitarist were some kind of seer.


Leming regarded the visitor, attired in a battered army jacket beneath shoulder-length hair. “Look,” he said. “You drive back to Wisconsin State, or whatever it’s called, and you quit, and you come back to Chicago, and you start a theater group.”


Assassins’ bullets killed Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy in April and June of 1968. On the August day when the Democratic Party met in Chicago to nominate Hubert Humphrey for president, Mayor Richard J. Daley vowed all-out war against the hippies who had gathered to protest the nation’s deepening military commitment in Vietnam. Rob Jacklin, Judy’s older brother, watched the coverage live from his home, noting “huge crowds on TV as they headed down Halsted Street. The National Guardsmen had jeeps covered with barbed wire and flamethrowers rigged to fire liquid tear gas. When the crowd wouldn’t budge, they started firing the gas, and it hit the crowd like water shooting out of a fire hose. I saw the first blast just topple this guy, and I thought, ‘Whew, they nailed him all right.’”


An hour later, Jacklin’s doorbell rang. He answered it and beheld the man the police had toppled on Halsted Street. It was John, barely conscious and reeking of tear gas. Jacklin helped John out of his clothes and into the shower. “I can’t believe how much tear gas hurts,” John told Judy on the phone.


That fall, John enrolled at College of DuPage, a new two-year institution that had opened near Wheaton. The campus provided him a far cheaper means to maintain his deferment from the draft, and his separation from Judy was over.


At the Belushi home, however, the fiscal turmoil roiled on. Adam reluctantly shut down the original Fair Oaks restaurant, leaving him the second, more prosperous eatery to the north. In 1970, the last Fair Oaks would close. An auction listing for the shuttered restaurant in the Chicago Tribune featured a four-foot bronze statue of a horse and a painting titled Amazon Attacked by Panther.


Adam’s financial duress had compelled him to borrow against John’s beloved motorcycle. That seemed the very height of parental irresponsibility. Some months after John’s return home, Adam defaulted on the loan, and John lost his ride. Disgusted, John moved out.


He stayed with friends and amassed the funds to buy a battered old Volvo, securing loose fenders and broken door handles with gaffer tape. “It had a coat-hanger antenna, and you could only go in or out through the passenger door,” Judy recalled. The vehicle’s disrepair only amplified the unease of any passenger who dared to ride with John, whose eyes, when he drove, seemed to dart in every direction but toward the road.


Around Christmas, John visited his childhood home and found Jim, his younger brother, in his pajamas in the alcove where both boys had slept. A religious icon hung in a corner. A sixty-watt bulb burned in a wall lamp John had built in a woodshop class.


“Look. Mom and Dad are irresponsible parents,” John told Jim, fixing his intense gaze on his brother and pointing a finger. “Just use this place to sleep. Go to school all day, go to football, come back here and eat and go out all night and come here and sleep. Go out for football, wrestling. Go out for the speech team. Go out for dramatics. Do whatever you want to, but just do it. And stay out of here.”


Jim was starting high school. With the newfound perspective of adulthood, John explained to his brother why Adam and Agnes Belushi would surely drag him down. “They weren’t like parents,” Jim recalled. “They were like siblings, very immature and competitive.” Adam and Agnes made impulsive decisions, oblivious to how those choices might affect their children. Agnes “actually ran away once and did a play, left home, no one knew where she was,” Judy said. “And then she came home, and that was the end of that.”


At the College of DuPage, John courted two new friends. Steve Beshekas and Tino Insana were fellow ethnic suburbanites. After weeks of couch surfing, John and Insana moved into an apartment carved out of a barn, next door to cows, for forty dollars a month. When that lodging fell through, they pitched a tent in the Insana family’s backyard.


The three friends found an immediate comedic chemistry. “John started fooling around, creating these funny bits,” Steve Beshekas said. “We didn’t know what we were doing, really. We just did whatever John told us.”


John proposed that the friends form a comedy troupe, thus fulfilling the prophesy of Warren Leming that smoky night in Old Town. In homage to the Hyde Park ensemble that had spawned Second City, John named his group the West Compass Players. The trio debuted at a “hootenanny night” on the DuPage college campus. “Most of the sketches we did that first night were about cops beating up hippies,” Insana said. By year’s end, the three were performing at the student union and suburban coffeehouses. Most of their bits turned on rudimentary sight gags and antiwar politics. John honed his impression of Mayor Daley, who never uttered a grammatically correct sentence.


Driving around in his broken-down Volvo, John would crank up the radio whenever a favorite song came on. By singing along, he developed a killer impression of Joe Cocker, whose cover of the Beatles song “She Came In through the Bathroom Window” spun in heavy rotation. One night, the West Compass Players challenged the audience and themselves with a first line/last line routine, with audience members feeding them lines to start and end an improvisational scene. One proffered line was, “She came in through the bathroom window.” Seemingly out of nowhere, John unveiled his Joe Cocker impression. The room exploded. John had been making people laugh since elementary school, but never like this.


In the autumn of 1969, Judy went downstate to attend the flagship University of Illinois campus at Urbana-Champaign, a move that underscored the class divide that separated her from her working-class boyfriend. John had neither the grades nor the funds to join her. The night before her departure, she and John embraced in her driveway, holding tight, neither partner wanting to say goodbye. Judy began to cry. John held her face and wiped her tears.


“I’ll come see you almost every weekend,” he vowed, “and I’ll phone whenever I can. We both have things we have to do right now, so work hard and do well. That’s what I’m going to do.” He lifted her chin and gazed into her eyes. “Come on now, say you love me and it will be all right.” They lingered in embrace. “We’ll be OK, honey, I promise.”


John’s brave romantic resolve didn’t last.


“You’ve only been gone 4 days and I’m almost out of my mind with misery,” he soon confessed in a letter. “It’s strange, much stranger than when we’ve been apart before. I’ve dreaded the thought of you going away to college for three years and now you are really gone. When you left you took a part of me with you, so will you please send my right foot back?”


Leaving home liberated Judy from her family’s suburban conventions. True to his word, John hitchhiked down almost every weekend. Judy began smoking pot regularly with John in the women’s dormitory, stuffing wet towels beneath the door to trap the skunky smell, blasting the Beatles and Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin.


“We had no money,” Judy recalled, “but fortunately college life complements that. We didn’t drink, and movies on campus were cheap. Our only real expense was pot.” To pad their supply, John and Judy located a notorious field of cannabis growing wild among the cornstalks. Students called it Rantoul Rag, after a nearby town. It made them more dizzy than high. They collected enough to fill a few pillowcases, which they stashed in the dorm closet, sufficient buds to last the year.


College allowed Judy and John to sleep together more regularly. She needed birth control pills, but she kept postponing a trip to the campus health clinic for fear someone there would call her parents. Then she missed a period. Braving a visit to the clinic, she learned she was pregnant. She telephoned John.


“Whatever you decide, honey, I’ll be there,” he told her. John thought it might be smarter to get an abortion or give the child up for adoption. But if Judy wanted to keep it, he vowed, “I’ll marry you tomorrow.”


Abortion was illegal. The couple dithered for weeks. Finally, John hazarded an opinion: abortion was their best choice. Judy agreed.


A month later, a fresh crisis descended. On December 1, 1969, the Selective Service held a lottery draft, the first since 1942, to fill the ranks in Vietnam. The drawing ranked draftees by month and date of birth. The fifty-ninth date drawn was January 24, John’s birthday. With draftees called up at a rate of about one date per day, John had a couple of months. The order arrived in February.


John was “definitely not fit for military anything,” Judy remembered, “but getting a determination to that effect was becoming difficult. There was a time you could just say you were homosexual or drop some acid during your physical and you’d be rejected, but those days were over.” He gathered intel from leftist groups and decided his best chance lay in playing up the mysterious seizure that had sent him to the hospital in high school. In the end, his physical revealed high blood pressure, and the military granted him a coveted 1-Y classification, designating him as unfit for service.


In the spring of 1970, the West Compass Players graduated from the College of DuPage with associate degrees. Staying in school offered further insulation from the draft, so all three friends applied to the University of Illinois at Chicago Circle, an urban campus well below Urbana-Champaign in the academic food chain.


The campus had opened in 1965, the nation’s only college named for a freeway interchange, a poured-concrete nightmare. Construction had displaced thousands of residents in Chicago’s Little Italy, bulldozing historic homes.


John and his West Compass Players found a dirt-cheap apartment on Taylor Street, across from Al’s #1 Italian Beef. They went scouting for performance space and found a storefront on Polk Street. They called it the Universal Life Coffee House, leveraging a connection with the church upstairs to secure a $100 monthly rent.


The West Compass Players developed dozens of new sketches, many of them culled from the daily newspaper. Insana’s father, a conductor at the city’s outdoor Grant Park symphony orchestra, sometimes joined the group on piano. John stood at the coffeehouse entrance every night, beckoning to passersby with a promise to refund their one-dollar admission if they weren’t completely satisfied.


On Saturday nights, the performers would collect the nightly take and head to Diana’s in nearby Greektown, bringing much of the audience along, buying them dinner with the money they had just spent on the show. “There’d be a table of twenty-five or thirty people, and we’d eat shish kebab and drink ouzo and dance and smash plates until the sun came up,” Insana said.


The players made occasional pilgrimages to Champaign, a two-hour journey, allowing the group to perform on campus, and John to see Judy, and the friends to fill their pockets with Rantoul Rag.


Back in Chicago, John performed for an audience of one—anyone, that is, from Second City, which he saw as the next stop on his comedic journey.


John took his West Compass Players to a Second City workshop for new talent. “He had a leather jacket on and maybe a beret or something,” said Roberta Maguire, a cast member who attended. “And he was playing a movie director, and he pulled out of his jacket a roll of film, a full roll of film. And then he said, ‘Roll film,’ and he held the end, and he threw it out into the audience. And then, very, very slowly, with that one eyebrow up, he pulled it back in. And he probably took several minutes doing that. And we couldn’t take our eyes off him. And there aren’t very many comics in the world who could get away with just pulling that film back. And I saw him, and I thought, Wow.”





Chapter 3



The Next Generation


IN THE SPRING OF 1970, Joyce Sloane drove out from her office at Second City in Chicago to the College of DuPage in the western suburbs. She found the activities director and asked if he might want to hire the Second City touring company—the B team, essentially, a troupe of mostly younger, less experienced performers who played college campuses and waited in the wings for an opening in the main cast.


“We don’t need Second City,” the activities director replied. “We’ve got a student who goes to see your shows and comes back and does the whole thing for us.”


“Oh, really?” Sloane said. “I’d like to meet him.”


“Well, as a matter of fact,” the director said, “he’s right over there.” He pointed across the student center to a stocky young man playing foosball.


The activities director walked Sloane over to John, who arched an eyebrow at her approach.


“I understand you’re doing our material,” Sloane said.


“Well, you know,” John replied, “I’ve got my own group, and we’re working on a lot of stuff. Why don’t you come see us sometime?”


She did not. A few months later, John came bounding up the stairs at Second City. He found Sloane and handed her a flyer. “We’re playing the church tonight,” he said. “Come and see us?”


Again, she passed. And then, in February 1971, John answered the phone in his Taylor Street apartment. It was Joyce Sloane. She still hadn’t seen him perform, but she invited him to audition. John had made an impression.


In the waning years of the 1960s, the politics of race and war were transforming Chicago, polarizing the city’s law-and-order Mayor Daley and his mostly white police force against rising resistance from many Chicagoans who were young, Black, or liberal.


Second City patrons, most of them young, white, and liberal, no longer resembled the Second City cast, which comprised mostly thirty-something men in suits, hair slick with Brylcreem, weaned on the buttoned-down stand-up comedy of Newhart and Shelley Berman and Johnny Carson.


To solve this generational problem, in the autumn of 1969, Second City owner Bernie Sahlins sent the entire main-stage cast to New York for an extended residency. He promoted the younger touring company—the B team—to take its place in Chicago. When the residency ended, Sahlins quietly sacked his A team. They no longer fit the zeitgeist.


The touring company played around town and out of town, reprising classic Second City material and polishing its members’ improvisational skills. The troupe had a regular gig on Second City’s main stage on Monday nights, working out new material for the college circuit. By 1969, “we were drawing our own crowd, younger folks,” said Jim Fisher, a member of the touring cast.


The new cast comprised five men and two women, most in their early twenties. They swore. Many of them smoked pot. They took the stage in blue jeans and long hair. Producers titled the new revue The Next Generation.


The age gap between the old and new casts “made a difference,” recalled Judy Morgan, one of the newcomers, who was twenty-two. “I picture us as never being without a TV set, where I think they were more radio. They were Korea, and we were Vietnam.”


The Next Generation cast was as strong as any in Second City’s ten-year history. Brian Murray, twenty-three, came from a large Irish Catholic family in the northern suburbs, and played comedic mentor to his wild-man younger brother Bill. Joe Flaherty, twenty-eight, was a classically trained actor from Pittsburgh, lured to Second City as stage manager. Harold Ramis, twenty-four, was a North Side hippie intellectual sporting a towering Jewfro, who came to Second City after writing jokes for Playboy. Roberta Maguire and Judy Morgan, the troupe’s two women, easily matched the men for improvisational chops. They fell into natural roles: Joe Flaherty as the archetypal dad, Ward Cleaver on mescaline; Harold Ramis, the hippie; Brian Murray, the wiseacre; Roberta Maguire, the mom; Judy Morgan, the daughter; Jim Fisher, the son.


The battle over Second City’s future mirrored a larger generational brawl on Chicago’s streets. William Leonard, the fifty-something Tribune entertainment columnist, warmed only slowly to the new cast.


“Remember when all the boys used to dress in solid black?” he asked in a column in March 1970. “Now the five guys are decked out in wide trousers, wider ties, gaudy shirts, glaring jackets, and haircuts of every length.” But the new cast was filling seats, and the new stuff was electric, a production built around the Chicago Seven trial and titled Justice Is Done or, Oh, Calcoolidge!


Joyce Sloane summoned Belushi to audition just as her main-stage troupe was departing for another residency in New York, although this time, Bernie Sahlins would bring them back. She needed people to populate a temporary replacement cast. In the back of their minds, Sahlins and Sloane were probably thinking of Harold Ramis, the card-carrying hippie of Second City, with his wild hair, striped pants, John Lennon glasses, and army jacket. Ramis was leaving for a sabbatical. The producers needed a new freak.


On the day of John’s audition, Sahlins left his apartment and walked to the Second City theater, filled with enough round bar tables to seat more than three hundred customers at three or four dollars a head. He headed to the back of the room, took a seat, and unwrapped a cigar. A short while later, Joyce Sloane entered the theater, joined by a few members of the cast. Sahlins generally auditioned performers on cold material, but he knew John was bringing his own little trio. He wanted to see what they came up with.


John and his West Compass Players took the stage in pin-drop silence, just as Sahlins liked it. John wore an oversize trench coat, carrying a stack of books and looking frightened and shy, channeling Jonathan Winters, playing against type. Tino Insana walked onstage as a bully, shouting, “Hey, you!” John turned and opened his mouth, but nothing came out. Insana began a tirade of mockery, knocking the books to the floor. Then John stepped back, transforming into a figure of confidence and resolve, throwing open his coat to reveal his linebacker frame. He arched his brow, summoned a Shakespearean lilt, and asked, “Is this a greaser that I see before me?” He produced a pair of swords, throwing one to Insana. The two launched into a cinematic duel, trading blows and lines of pidgin Shakespeare. With a final lunge, John cried, “And thee I thrust,” as Insana fell dead.


Sahlins hired John on the spot. “I want you to come to work,” he said. “I should put you in the touring company,” the B team, “but I’m not. I hope that you vindicate my judgment.” John would start in the replacement cast. After a month, he’d join Joe Flaherty and the others on the main stage. At twenty-two, John would be the young troupe’s youngest member. The gig paid $150 a week.


John accepted his dream job without a trace of surprise. He asked Sahlins to hire his friends. Tino Insana showed promise, the Second City founder deemed, and could take a spot in the touring company. Steve Beshekas did not. The West Compass Players were no more.
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