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FOREWORD


There is really only one story behind John Lennon’s songs – the story of his life. As a man he was not always honest, but as a songwriter he didn’t know how to lie. Lennon tackled his songs like they were episodes of an autobiography. Each of them opens a window on the man’s inner self.


There are plenty of books about John Lennon’s life and the Beatles’ music. What’s often overlooked, though, is the extraordinary solo work that he produced in his final decade. Even the worthier biographies are light on the details of that music, which is a gap this book attempts to fill. Between the end of the Beatles in 1970 and his murder in 1980, Lennon kept on weaving dreams. To the raging debates of his day, he added the power of his immense celebrity and the force of his sincerity. Now that he has joined posterity’s favourite pop stars, he’s remembered as a guru, a leader, a preacher. But John was more complex than such pious summaries allow. In his songs, he turned that turbulent life into poetry.


Once he was free of the Beatles, Lennon’s work became unashamedly confessional, and the most enjoyable way to understand his story is through the music. With luck, this book might help you enjoy it even more.


The music has been my primary source, but there’s much to be learned from the big interviews John gave in the last days of his life, promoting his album Double Fantasy: Andy Peebles’ conversations for BBC radio, Dave Sholin’s for RKO, the interviews by David Sheff in Playboy and Barbara Graustark in Newsweek. Lennon himself wrote an acerbic memoir, The Ballad of John and Yoko, compiled in a book of his essays, Skywriting by Word of Mouth.


Among the best-known biographies, Albert Goldman’s attempted demolition, The Lives of John Lennon is, if nothing else, horribly readable. The best so far, though, is Philip Norman’s John Lennon: The Life, for its depth, elegance and insight. Other books I’ve found useful include Jan Wenner’s Rolling Stone interviews, published as Lennon Remembers; Peter Doggett’s The Art and Music of John Lennon; Keith Badman’s The Beatles after the Break-Up; May Pang’s John Lennon: The Lost Weekend, and Come Together: John Lennon in His Time by Jon Wiener.


I’ve also drawn on my interviews with people who knew John Lennon personally. My thanks go in particular to Yoko Ono for sharing so many of her memories with me, to Paul McCartney, who has always spoken willingly about his old partner, to Sean Lennon, Cynthia Lennon, Ringo Starr, Klaus Voormann, Alan White, Bob Gruen, Neil Aspinall, Kieron “Spud” Murphy, Tony Bramwell, Bill Harry, Billy Preston, Derek Taylor, George Martin, Denis O’Dell, Andrew Loog Oldham, Pete Best, David Bowie, Tony Barrow, Mike McCartney and Larry Parnes.


Many friends and colleagues have helped me since the first edition of this book was written in 1997. I thank Steve Turner (whose Beatle book, A Hard Day’s Write, was the template for this one), Murray Chalmers, Barry Miles, Mark Ellen, Colin Hall at Mendips, Ronnie Hughes, Robert Sandall, Spencer Leigh, Colin Shearman, Geoff Baker, Mark Lewisohn, Ian MacDonald, Mat Snow, Jon Savage, Charles Shaar Murray, Ian Cranna, David Buckley, Guy Hayden at EMI, Roland Hall at Welbeck, my agent Ros Edwards and my wife Una. To adapt a line from John Lennon’s masterpiece of democratic mysticism, may you all shine on.


Paul Du Noyer, 2020
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Lennon, loud and clear. Freed from the Beatles’ collective identity, he became both deeply confessional and socially outspoken.
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John on television in England in 1970.












Chapter One


SHINING ON


[image: ]








[image: ]


John’s early home, Mendips, in the Liverpool suburbs. He favoured its front porch, lower left, for teenage rehearsals with Paul McCartney.


His name became an emblem of the yearning for peace, but John Lennon was born – and died – in violence. He came into the world on 9 October 1940, when Liverpool was being bombed to rubble by Hitler’s air force. The Oxford Street Maternity Hospital stood on a hill above the city centre; below it were the docks that had made the seaport great, but were now earning it a terrible punishment. Night after night, the River Mersey resembled Pearl Harbor in those war years, and thousands perished in terrace slums or makeshift shelters. But Julia Lennon’s war baby survived, and she took him home unharmed. All around them was the din of sirens and explosions.


The Lennons’ house was small, in a working-class street off Penny Lane; John’s father, Freddie, was away at sea. Liverpool was where generations of new Americans took their leave of Europe, and its maritime links with New York stayed strong. Freddie Lennon was like many Liverpudlian men, who knew the bars of Brooklyn better than the palaces of London. Seamen and GIs became a source of the US records that made Liverpool a rock ’n’ roll town. Black American music found a ready market in this port, which had grown rich by selling the slaves of Africa to the masters of the New World. In a park near John’s home stood a statue of Christopher Columbus, inscribed: “The discoverer of America was the maker of Liverpool.”
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The Liverpool that Lennon knew in boyhood was scarred by bomb damage from the War, and by the social deprivation that prompted much slum clearance.


But the Irish, especially, had dominated Liverpool since the mass migrations of the famine years a century before. These Celtic incomers, alongside the Welsh, gave the Lancashire town a hybrid accent all of its own, which John never lost. (He was, indeed, one of their descendants.) And Celtic stereotypes were soon attached to the Liverpool population – fiery and sentimental, lovers of music and words, witty and subversive. Far from breaking the mould, Lennon was that stereotype made flesh.


His upbringing, however, was conventionally British. The respectable Aunt Mimi looked after John from the age of five. With her husband George Smith she raised the boy in a neat, semi-detached house in Menlove Avenue on Liverpool’s outskirts. Post-war Britain was still subject to scarcity and rationing (“G is for orange,” went John’s poem Alphabet, “which we love to eat when we can get them”), but his circumstances were comfortable. He had a loving home, and was educated at Quarry Bank, one of the city’s best schools. His background was not as deprived as he sometimes implied.
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Aunt Mimi sits by a portrait of her newly-famous nephew in the front room at Menlove Avenue.


Yet he could not forget that his natural parents had deserted him. Freddie left Julia, and Julia did not want her infant John. It was not until his teens that John would see his mother regularly, whereupon she was killed in a road accident. The tragedy seems to have compounded John’s sense of isolation.


As a child, he claims, he used to enter deep trance-like states. He liked to paint and draw, and loved the surrealistic “nonsense” styles of Lewis Carroll, Edward Lear and Spike Milligan. But his quick mind made him a rebel rather than an academic achiever. To Liverpool suburbanites of Mimi’s generation, the city accent meant a lack of breeding, while shaggy hair and scruffy clothes, far from seeming bohemian, merely awoke pre-war memories of the Depression. John made it his business to embrace all those things.


Rock ’n’ roll was his salvation, arriving like a cultural H-bomb in mid-Fifties Britain when John was 15. But his musical education began earlier. As Yoko wrote in the sleeve notes to Menlove Ave., a compilation featuring some of John’s Fifties favourites, “John’s American rock roots, Elvis, Fats Domino and Phil Spector are evident in these tracks. But what I hear in John’s voice are the other roots of the boy who grew up in Liverpool, listening to ‘Greensleeves’, BBC Radio and Tessie O’Shea.” As well as the light classics and novelty songs of that pre-television era, John learned many of the folk songs still sung in Liverpool (‘Maggie May’ among them) and the hymns he was taught in Sunday school. Like his near neighbour Paul McCartney, Lennon’s subconscious understanding of melody and harmony, if not of rhythm, was already being formed many years before his road-to-Damascus encounters with Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around The Clock’ and Elvis Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’.
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Lennon perfects the rocker rebel look, just before the 1961 “mop-top” makeover that transformed the Beatles’ image.


“YOKO ENCOURAGED THE FREAK IN ME. SHE CAME IN THROUGH THE BATHROOM WINDOW.”


– John Lennon


By the dawn of the 1960s, when John’s old skiffle band the Quarry Men had evolved into Liverpool’s top beat group the Beatles, he’d absorbed rock ’n’ roll into his bloodstream. The town’s cognoscenti were by this time devouring the sounds of Brill Building pop or rare imports of Motown soul. When Lennon and McCartney made their first, hesitant efforts to write songs instead of copying American originals, their imaginations were a ferment of influences. Country and western was the city’s most popular live music, which is why the Beatles’ George Harrison became a guitar picker instead of a blueswailer like Surrey boy Eric Clapton. Then there was anything from Broadway shows to football chants, to family memories of long-demolished music halls.


More than all of these, there was Lennon and McCartney’s innate creative talent. They inspired each other, at first as friends and then as rivals. Their band, the Beatles, was simultaneously toughened and sensitised by countless shows in Hamburg, the Cavern and elsewhere. And in London they met George Martin, who was surely the most intuitive producer they could ever have worked with. Finally on their way, the Beatles were world-conquering and unstoppable.


All this was not enough for Lennon. Millions adored ‘Please Please Me’, ‘She Loves You’ and ‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’, but John soon tired of any formula, however magical. Hearing the songs of Bob Dylan, he was stung into competing as a poet. Turning inwards to his own state of turmoil, he yearned to test his powers of self-expression. He began lacing the Beatles’ repertoire with songs of dark portent, such as ‘I’m A Loser’ and ‘You’ve Got To Hide Your Love Away’. Attempting his most naked statement so far, he wrote a song that he simply called ‘Help!’ – but the conventions of Top 20 pop music ensured that nobody guessed he really meant it.


As the Beatles gradually began to disappear behind moustaches and a sweet-scented, smoky veil, Lennon’s lyrics moved towards more complex and original imagery. And yet, paradoxically, there was greater self-revelation. ‘Norwegian Wood’, ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ – while these songs were often suffused with gnomic mystery, the emotional presence of their creator remained unmistakable. He disdained the everyday, anecdotal songs that had become Paul’s hallmark. “I like to write about me,” he told Playboy magazine in 1980, “because I know me. I don’t know anything about secretaries and postmen and meter maids.”


His unthinking honesty almost killed him in 1966. A casual comment to a London newspaper – that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus – was shrugged off in Britain but summoned forth a torrent of death threats from America. “It put the fear of God into him,” remembers Paul McCartney. “Boy, if there was one point in John’s life when he was nervous. Try having the whole Bible Belt against you; it’s not so funny.” Coming through that, and having resolved the Beatles would not tour any more, John was ready for something else to happen in his life.


What happened was a woman named Yoko Ono. A Japanese artist, she arrived as if from nowhere and revolutionised John Lennon’s life. “She came in through the bathroom window,” he joked in 1969. “She encouraged the freak in me.” John divorced his wife Cynthia, the girl he’d dated when they were Liverpool art students, and married the partner he described as “me in drag”. Yoko was, in fact, the twice-married daughter of a wealthy Tokyo family, and a seasoned performer in her own right. The art that John understood involved writing words and music, but the key to Yoko’s art was its “concept”. In her world the idea was more important than the artefact, which could be anything – from a film of a smile to an evening spent onstage in a bag.


“JOHN WOULD ALWAYS WANT TO JUMP OVER THE CLIFF. THAT WAS THE DIFFERENCE IN OUR PERSONALITIES.”


– Paul McCartney


In 1968 the couple made an album called Two Virgins, more renowned for their nude photo on the cover than for its contents, which were a mosaic of sound effects, conversational snippets and random noise. Around the same time, Lennon used a similar technique for the track ‘Revolution 9’ on the album The Beatles (the “White Album”). “John was turned on by it all,” says McCartney, who’d introduced his partner to the work of avant-garde composers and shown him some sonic tricks. “Being John, he’d make the record of it. He’d get so excited. ‘I’ve got to do it!’ Whereas, being me, I’d experiment but just bring it to our mainstream records.


“John would always want to jump over the cliff,” Paul reflects. “He may have said that to me: ‘If you’re faced with a cliff, have you ever thought of jumpin’?’ I said, ‘Fuck off. You jump, and tell me how it is.’ That was basically the difference in our personalities... Once he met Yoko, he was, ‘Ah, we can do it now.’ Yoko gave him the freedom to do it. In fact, she wanted more. ‘Do it double, be more daring, take all your clothes off.’ She always pushed him. Which he liked – nobody had ever pushed him before.”


Yoko and John were married in March 1969, just a week after Paul and Linda McCartney. The timing symbolised an accomplished fact. The two men had ended the central partnership of their youth as they commenced the key relationships of their maturity. Neither woman had an easy ride from press and public thereafter, but Yoko’s was the harder. At one extreme there was anti-Japanese abuse; but there was also scepticism about her talent, and disapproval of her influence on John. But in spite of what many felt, she did not break up the Beatles – they were disintegrating of their own accord.


To his credit, John defended her at every turn. In the face of ridicule and hostility, they even made more records together. In May 1969 there was Unfinished Music No. 2: Life With The Lions, featuring distorted guitar and unearthly vocals; its second side carried a faltering heartbeat in honour of the child they lost in a miscarriage. Their Wedding Album was released in November – another baffling collage of sounds. They never lost an opportunity to proclaim their love for one another, although, as John confessed that same year, “Even with two people who are as lucky as us and have somebody that can be close on all levels, there’s still great depths of misery to be found. That’s the human condition and there isn’t any answer for that.”


It was a common assumption in Britain that Yoko had “stolen” John for his money and fame. But the years that followed seemed to bear out an observation by the Beatles’ last manager, Allen Klein, that John needed Yoko more than she needed him. In truth, as outsiders we can only really speculate. His ready wit and common touch were always a curious contrast to her stiff, esoteric image. But he chose her, could not operate for very long without her, and produced as many great songs after he met her as he had done before.


The experimental records he made with Yoko were revealing – as everything John produced was revealing – but we can date his formal career outside the Beatles to 1969, when ‘Give Peace A Chance’ was credited to the Plastic Ono Band. The group existed only in theory, named after a Yoko project involving plastic models of musicians, wired up to perform on stage. In the end the Lennons only ever made the models in miniature, but the Plastic Ono Band did materialise as an ad hoc pool of players, sometimes even including George and Ringo, with John and Yoko at its nucleus. His first non-Beatle records overlapped with the Beatles’ final releases, but by 1970 he was out there on his own.


There was a scattering of public appearances, whether bed-ins, bag-ins or orthodox concerts. The most important of these took place at a rock ’n’ roll revival show in Canada, which spawned the album Live Peace In Toronto 1969, with John and Yoko being joined by Eric Clapton, Klaus Voormann – the Beatles’ old comrade from their Hamburg days – and drummer Alan White. Strung out on heroin, John rehearsed his instant band on the plane going over, and they played a ramshackle set of Fifties cover versions, some of Yoko’s elongated improvisations and gave the first performance of ‘Cold Turkey’. Nothing preoccupied him more, though, than his campaign for world peace, for which he and his wife were more than willing to play “the world’s clowns” and be “the court jesters of the youth movement”.
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John and Yoko at the time of their marriage in Gibraltar, March 1969.
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Announcing “Bagism” at a Vienna press conference in March 1969, another event charted in the Beatles single ‘The Ballad Of John And Yoko’.


“I HAVE DECIDED TO BE OR NOT TO BE FOR A COUPLe’A YEARS... I AIN’T IN A HURRY TO SIGN WITH ANYONE.”


– John Lennon


It was John’s Imagine album, in 1971, that finally won him credibility as a rock star outside the Beatles, but it was the last record he made in England. Never a great lover of London, he found his ultimate home in New York City, where Yoko recalls him gazing nostalgically at the docks and piers and the Atlantic liners, and declaring it was “like a Liverpool that has got its act together”. A few more years of bustle and upheaval preceded his virtual retirement in 1975, a turning point marked by the birth of his son Sean. He wrote to his friend Derek Taylor, “I meself have decided to be or not to be for a coupla years... I ain’t in a hurry to sign with anyone or do anything. Am enjoying my pregnancy... thinking time... what’s it all about time too.”


A lurid picture of John’s last years was painted by the author Albert Goldman in The Lives of John Lennon. But Goldman was, perhaps, unduly taken with his previous, masterly description of Elvis Presley’s decline. His book sacrificed warmth and sympathetic understanding in an effort to show John’s seventh-floor Dakota apartment as a decadent Graceland-in-the-sky. Our final sightings of John Lennon were really not of a ravaged man. He was thinner and older – but then, he had never looked especially young – while his manner was gentle and contented, as if he’d found the equilibrium which had eluded him all his life.


Unlike most Sixties stars, John showed in his final songs that his powers were not failing him in middle age. He was gunned down in 1980, and it’s still a bitter thought that his development was arrested by such a freakish act of hatred. In an age when fame is thought to be all-important, no matter how it is earned, his assassin Mark Chapman must count as some kind of abominable success story.


Ever since that moment, Lennon’s impact has been endlessly debated. The impulse of some fans to see him as a martyr, and to shroud him in piety, is surely misguided. It has incited others to react against this saintly aura and to rubbish his gifts to posterity. Fortunately, we still have his music, which was always a reliable guide to John’s true nature, in all its human fallibility and occasional moral heroism.


Lennon was maddeningly inconsistent. He turned ideological cartwheels in a casual way that made his allies despair. His personality underwent transformations worthy of a B-movie werewolf. He could be the most abject prisoner of self-pity, and at other moments a husband and father uplifted by familial love. And there is Lennon music to illuminate every step of that journey.


Sometimes, John did not so much hold ideas as wear them, like Kings Road clothes. The finery that delighted him in summer would bore him by the fall. Perhaps that was his job – not necessarily to be consistent, but to sift suggestively through the thoughts and dreams that swirled about the world in his time. He was so receptive that he often seemed gullible. But he was fearless, too. He was a radar who picked up anything in the air and then, like the holy fool he was, rushed to put it into practice. He lived and breathed the ideas of his times – and brought them dramatically to life in song.


Believer and cynic, alternately muddle-headed and clear-sighted, brash and vulgar, vulnerable and compassionate – Lennon cannot be simplified or denied. Yoko Ono commented, aptly, “They say that a blind man has an honest face,” because he has never learned to use his expressions to tell a lie. In this way she liked to explain the helpless candour shining through John’s songs. Whatever he felt or experienced could not remain concealed, because there was always music to be made and John would bare his soul to the world.


In no other music of Lennon’s life is that soul-baring as raw and sustained as on the first post-Beatle album he made. It went under the stark title John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band.












Chapter 2


JOHN LENNON
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PLASTIC ONO BAND
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‘Mother’


‘Hold On’


‘I Found Out’


‘Working Class Hero’


‘Isolation’


‘Remember’


‘Love’


‘Well Well Well’


‘Look At Me’


‘God’


‘My Mummy’s Dead’


Singles (not on the album)


‘Give Peace A Chance’; ‘Cold Turkey’; ‘Instant Karma! (We All Shine On)’


Recorded


September/October 1970 at Ascot Sound Studios, Berkshire; Abbey Road Studios, London. ‘My Mummy’s Dead’ at a home studio in Bel Air. ‘Give Peace A Chance’ June 1969 at Queen Elizabeth Hotel, Montreal. ‘Cold Turkey’ September 1969 at EMI Studios, London. ‘Instant Karma! (We All Shine On)’ Febuary 1970 at Abbey Road Studios, London.


Produced by


John Lennon, Yoko Ono, Phil Spector. ‘Give Peace A Chance’ and ‘Cold Turkey’ credited to John Lennon and Yoko Ono.


Musicians


John Lennon (vocals, acoustic and electric guitars, piano, keyboards), Klaus Voormann (bass), Ringo Starr (drums), Billy Preston (piano), Phil Spector (piano), Yoko Ono (“wind”), Mal Evans (“tea and sympathy”).‘Give Peace A Chance’ featured numerous celebrity friends on vocals, including Timothy Leary, Allen Ginsberg, Petula Clark, Murray the K. Comedian Tommy Smothers also played acoustic guitar.‘Cold Turkey’ featured Eric Clapton (guitar) and Alan White (drums). ‘Instant Karma! (We All Shine On)’ featured George Harrison (guitar).


[image: ]


In a British TV programme at the end of 1969, John Lennon found himself nominated as Man of the Decade, though he had to share this distinction with John F. Kennedy and the North Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh. As the new decade opened, the Beatles were virtually finished as a recording entity and their split would soon be made public, culminating in a messy tangle of lawsuits. Yet John’s personal fame and notoriety seemed to be at an all-time high.


A series of well-publicised events served to keep him in the news alongside his inseparable partner Yoko Ono. Chief among these was the second of his “bed-in” protests, held in a hotel suite in Montreal, at which he performed a new song, ‘Give Peace A Chance’, and began to emerge as a recording artist in his own right. This single became the most memorable mass-anthem of its era, but in artistic terms it was only the prelude to an exceptional series of releases that established him as a solo star.


Behind the hullabaloo of his media career, and despite the profound attachment he had formed to his new wife, John Lennon, the inner man, was as troubled as he had ever been. His second single, ‘Cold Turkey’, spoke openly of his heroin addiction. Its lyrics laid bare his private torment, with a frankness he could seldom express while writing under the Beatles’ umbrella.


If the third Lennon single ‘Instant Karma!’ opened the 1970s on a magnificent note of optimism, then his new album, John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band, was undeniably bleak. Its cycle of ravaged laments dwelt obsessively in a realm of psychic pain. For many fans it stands as John’s masterpiece, although it is probably an album more admired than enjoyed. Tracks explore Lennon’s ambivalent attitude to stardom, the mental scars of his childhood, the traumas of the Beatles’ break-up and his lifelong struggles to find spiritual meaning and a real sense of himself.


After he issued ‘Cold Turkey’, whose imploring words and grimly discordant sounds amount to a cry of anguish, he was sent The Primal Scream, a book by the American psychiatrist Dr Arthur Janov. It’s no wonder that Janov’s work struck Lennon to the core of his being. It was The Primal Scream’s contention that an adult carries the scars of his earliest upbringing. Only by uncovering and confronting those scars can we progress to an existence free from neurosis.


These were ideas that John had been groping blindly towards for many years. He started a course under Janov’s instruction, but was obliged to leave the US when his visa expired. To that extent his treatment remained incomplete, but the experience inspired him to write an album’s worth of self-revelatory material in the attempt to drive out his demons. The ‘Instant Karma!’ single had inaugurated his partnership with legendary American producer Phil Spector, with whom he now made an album of unrelenting starkness, quite unlike the lavish extravaganzas for which Spector was renowned.


On 26 September 1970, at EMI’s London studios in Abbey Road – the cradle for almost all of the Beatles’ music – John and Yoko began work on two parallel solo albums. Yoko’s was a relatively unstructured affair, but John’s new songs were some of the most sharply focused he would ever create. Using a stripped-down team consisting of Ringo Starr on drums and Klaus Voormann – his old friend from the Beatles’ Hamburg days – on bass, along with some piano embellishments from Billy Preston and Spector himself, John completed his record in a little over four weeks of intensive effort. Released just before Christmas 1970, the record’s back sleeve carried a grainy snapshot of John as a small boy as if to acknowledge that old proverb: The child is father to the man.


“Of all the things I’ve ever played on,” says Klaus Voormann, “the Plastic Ono Band album is my favourite, because of the freshness and the under-production. There was no messing about, no going back to put a lot of violins on top. I think those songs were still very fresh to him. Of course there’s a lot in there that he didn’t agree with a few months later! But it doesn’t matter. It was John’s statement of what he felt at the time.”


Ringo, too, has good memories of playing on the album: “It was great, just the three of us in the studio, Klaus, him and me. He had the songs so we just did them. It was a lot of fun in many ways to be in a trio; a trio is a much harder job to play in. It was just ‘John’s making a record and I’m on it.’ It was like nothing’s changed really. It was just, ‘Where are the other two?’”


For Yoko, also, whose own Plastic Ono Band LP appeared in a near-identical cover to John’s and shared the same house band, the sessions remain a positive memory: “On that particular album, Phil Spector came in much later; actually, we made most of it by ourselves. If he had done it from the beginning, I am sure it would have been a totally different album, walls of sound and lush, you know. So yes, that is stripped down, especially when John is singing ‘My Mummy’s Dead’. Oh! And he just did it on a little cassette, you know. He showed me his avant-garde side... I thought that John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band was superb.”
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It’s 1970, and Lennon meets the new decade with a radical new look.
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GIVE PEACE A CHANCE


Locked out of the United States – he was refused a visa on account of his 1968 drug conviction – John chose Montreal, Canada, as a base to bring his peace campaign to North America. Denied his first choice of the Plaza Hotel in New York City, on 26 May 1969, he and Yoko installed themselves in a suite of the Queen Elizabeth Hotel for a seven-day “bed-in”, attended by the world’s media, show business celebrities and sundry hangers-on.


This bed-in was their second such event, following the one staged at the Amsterdam Hilton after their wedding two months earlier. Its origins lie in Yoko’s days as a performance artist, and the notion that spectacular public action can be an art form in itself. John, too, was shrewdly aware of how the “bed-in” concept might titillate the press and TV crews with its implicit (though ultimately unfulfilled) promise of sexual exhibitionism.


“Just give peace a chance,” he kept telling reporters, and began to work the refrain into a song. By 1 June John felt he had a powerful peace anthem on his hands, and ordered up a tape machine. Still in bed with Yoko, with a placard behind them proclaiming “Hair Peace”, he invited all his varied guests (including the LSD guru Timothy Leary, comedian Tommy Smothers on guitar, singer Petula Clark, a local rabbi and several members of the Montreal Radha Krishna Temple) to sing along to his new composition. ‘Give Peace A Chance’ was a chugging, repetitive mantra, interspersed with John’s impromptu rapping, a babbled litany of random name-checks (ranging from the novelist Norman Mailer to the English comedian Tommy Cooper) and impatient dismissals of “this-ism, that-ism”. The rapping was a decade ahead of its time. But it was not of primary importance, for this was another of John’s “headline” songs (presaged by ‘All You Need Is Love’ and followed by ‘Power To The People’) whose deliberately simplistic chorus mattered far more.
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Police seize eight allegedly obscene lithographs from John’s exhibition at the London Arts Gallery on 16 January 1970.
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Two months after their wedding, John and Yoko welcome the world’s media to the inaugural “bed-in”, at the Amsterdam Hilton in the last week of March, 1969.


“In my secret heart I wanted to write something that would take over ‘We Shall Overcome’.”


– John Lennon


Released under the banner of the Plastic Ono Band on 7 July, ‘Give Peace A Chance’ was John’s first single outside the Beatles. Yet at first it carried the composer credit “Lennon & McCartney” in accordance with the partners’ longstanding pact. John confessed later that he was not ready to sever links with Paul, and also felt a degree of guilt because he was the first to issue a major record away from the group. Explaining its muffled double drumbeat, he said, “My rhythm sense has always been a bit wild, and halfway through I got on the onbeat instead of the backbeat, and it was hard because of all the non-musicians playing with us. So I had to put a lot of tape echo to keep a steady beat right through the record.”


Years later he revealed: “In my secret heart I wanted to write something that would take over ‘We Shall Overcome’.” And in ‘Give Peace A Chance’, he achieved just that. By October of 1969 the song was a universal chant at anti-Vietnam War demonstrations. On 15 November nearly half a million people sang it outside the Nixon White House in Washington. Such a coup was storing up trouble for John in subsequent dealings with the US administration. But back in Britain when he turned on his TV and watched the protestors singing, he considered it “one of the biggest moments of my life”. Towards the end of the year, he told interviewer Barry Miles, “There’s a mass of propaganda gone out from those two bed-ins... Every garden party this summer in Britain, every small village everywhere, the winning couple was the kids doing John and Yoko in bed with the posters around... Instead of everybody singing, ‘Yeah Yeah Yeah’ they’re just singing ‘Peace’ instead. And I believe in the power of the mantra.”


‘Give Peace A Chance’ indeed entered the world’s consciousness just as John had hoped. Eleven years later, as mourners gathered outside the Dakota Building on the night of his murder, this was the song that they instinctively chose to express their grief and commemorate his life.
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The Plastic Ono Band perform at London’s Lyceum on 15 December 1969, John and Yoko’s guests including George Harrison, Eric Clapton and The Who’s drummer Keith Moon.





GIVE PEACE A CHANCE
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Two, one-two-three-four!


Ev’rybody’s talking ‘bout


Bagism, Shagism, Dragism,


Madism, Ragism, Tagism


This-ism, that-ism, is-m, is-m, is-m


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


Hit it


C’mon, ev’rybody’s talking about


Ministers, sinisters, banisters and canisters


Bishops and Fishops and Rabbis and Popeyes


and bye-bye, bye-byes


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


Let me tell you now


Ev’rybody’s talking ‘bout


Revolution, evolution, masturbation,


flagellation, regulation, integrations


Meditations, United Nations, congratulations


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


Ev’rybody’s talking ‘bout


John and Yoko, Timmy Leary, Rosemary,


Tommy Smothers, Bobby Dylan, Tommy Cooper


Derek Taylor, Norman Mailer, Alan Ginsberg,


Hare Krishna, Hare, Hare Krishna


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance


All we are saying is give peace a chance
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COLD TURKEY


Drugs are a given in the lives of many rock musicians, yet the subject is seldom treated realistically in songs. Typically, John was one of the first to break that taboo, and he did so in a song that is still extraordinarily vivid in its raw depiction of suffering. After the LSD which fuelled the psychedelic dreamtime of the Sgt. Pepper album in 1967, Lennon’s experiments with drugs led him on to heroin.


He was to wrestle with its potentially fatal attraction for years to come. In August 1969, driven by his desire to father a healthy child, John made another determined effort to quit the drug, and wrote ‘Cold Turkey’ as a document of the process. He did not glamorise his self-abasement.


In the latter half of 1968, when John had finally abandoned his wife Cynthia and the family home at Kenwood, he and Yoko took up temporary residence at Ringo’s old flat in Montagu Square. According to an interview she gave to former personal assistant Peter Brown, Yoko admitted to having dabbled with heroin while John was away in India with the Maharishi earlier that year. It seems almost inevitable that John would have become curious to try it for himself too.


There was a certain innocence surrounding all forms of drug-taking in the 1960s, when few people were aware of its dangers, or thought themselves immune in any case. And John was drawn by heroin’s reputation as an “artistic” indulgence. His attachment grew throughout 1969 when the couple moved into their grand white mansion, Tittenhurst Park in Ascot, and there is little doubt that it contributed to estranging him further from the Beatles.


Like other inexperienced users, John was dismayed to find how difficult it was to stop taking heroin. Reluctant to use a hospital for fear of the attendant publicity, he tried at first to break his addiction by opting for sudden and complete abstinence – the method called “cold turkey”. The physical effects resemble a feverish illness – two of the most common symptoms are clammy skin and goosebumps, hence the name. They are graphically described in John’s verses.


The song was at first considered for recording by the Beatles, who were then completing the Abbey Road album. Not surprisingly it was rejected, its content so harrowing and so personal that it could only be a Lennon solo project. John premiered the number at the Toronto show on 13 September, backed by the hurriedly formed band that included Eric Clapton on guitar. Throughout, John cribbed from a lyric sheet held up by Yoko at his side. It was the only new song of John’s that they attempted that night, and the crowd’s reaction was muted, prompting him to snap at them, “Come on, wake up!” Clapton was duly called to EMI’s studio in Abbey Road a few weeks later to help with the single. Playing to a pattern that John had devised, and recalling the monstrous, violently distorted style of the previous year’s ‘Revolution’, Eric contributes the searing guitar riff which is among this record’s most compelling and brutal characteristics. It’s ironic to note that Clapton would, within a year, be in the grip of a prolonged heroin habit himself.


But the most startling element of all is John’s vocal performance, probably his most extreme since ‘Twist And Shout’ six years before. He claimed the howling style came from Yoko, and it certainly pre-dates his discovery of the “primal scream” therapy explored on his subsequent solo album, whose themes are also anticipated in his whimpering wish to be a baby again.


Unhappily John’s self-prescribed treatment was not a success. On his birthday, 9 October, the pregnant Yoko was admitted to hospital and suffered a miscarriage three days later. After that, he relapsed into heroin use.


‘Cold Turkey’ was released in the middle of October, credited to the Plastic Ono Band. Its subject matter and sheer harshness guaranteed that radio play would be limited, and the record was not a big hit. Hence the jokey pay-off in John’s letter to the Queen when he returned his MBE (Member of the British Empire, a royal honour bestowed upon all four Beatles in 1965) on 25 November: “Your Majesty, I am returning this MBE in protest against Britain’s involvement in this Nigeria-Biafra thing [a civil war then raging in West Africa], against our support of America in Vietnam and against ‘Cold Turkey’ slipping down the charts. With love, John Lennon of Bag.”


In the United Kingdom at least, this gesture generated even more controversy than ‘Cold Turkey’ itself. Still, the single played its part in dismantling the Beatles’ public image. Given the trouble John was already in with the authorities over drugs, he might have been wise to avoid the subject in song. But as a writer – if not always as a man – honesty was John Lennon’s greatest addiction of all.





COLD TURKEY
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Temperature’s rising


Fever is high


Can’t see no future


Can’t see no sky


My feet are so heavy


So is my head


I wish I was a baby


I wish I was dead


Cold turkey has got me on the run


My body is aching


Goose-pimple bone


Can’t see no body


Leave me alone


My eyes are wide open


Can’t get to sleep


One thing I’m sure of


I’m in at the deep freeze


Cold turkey has got me on the run


Cold turkey has got me on the run


Thirty-six hours


Rolling in pain


Praying to someone


Free me again


Oh, I’ll be a good boy


Please make me well


I promise you anything


Get me out of this hell


Cold turkey has got me on the run


Oh, oh, oh, oh
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INSTANT KARMA! (WE ALL SHINE ON)


Famously impatient, John once longed “to write a song on Monday, cut it Tuesday, have it pressed Wednesday and in the shops by Friday”. He nearly realised that ambition with ‘Instant Karma!’ A pure example of John’s fast, reactive method of songwriting, it may also stand as the most uplifting rock song of his solo career. Yoko and John spent the New Year of 1970 in Denmark, visiting her daughter Kyoko and the child’s father Tony Cox.


While there, the couple took the unexpected step of cutting off their long hair, and now faced the world sporting unisex crops. It seemed as if they had decided to usher in the new decade by abandoning a look whose symbolic power had dwindled. (The locks were later auctioned for one of the couple’s pet causes.) Meanwhile, in John’s absence, the other three Beatles convened at Abbey Road on 4 January to complete Paul’s song ‘Let It Be’. It proved to be the group’s final recording session.


Back in London by late January, John wrote ‘Instant Karma!’ in a single morning, building it around a simple riff with a passing resemblance to ‘Three Blind Mice’. The title phrase was something he had picked up in conversation with Tony Cox’s new wife, Melinde Kendall, in Denmark. Hippies of the 1960s had absorbed the Hindu doctrine of “karma” in line with their general receptivity to oriental ideas and music – encouraged largely by the Beatles themselves and George in particular. In time, Western usage tended to trivialise karma, until it meant roughly the same as “just deserts”, either good or bad. But in its original context the word referred to a man’s deeds across a cycle of lifetimes, and to their consequences for his ultimate spiritual fate.


“Instant” karma, then, is a contradiction in terms. But how typical of John to want the concept compressed into something more immediate. The slow-turning wheel of existence was just not running at his speed. What excited him was that karma could refer not only to past actions affecting us now, but also to our present actions shaping the future, and faster than we think. Fascinated by the language of advertising, he loved the idea of selling ‘Instant Karma!’ in the same way as instant coffee. Parallel with this message – take responsibility for the fate of the world, and do it now – went the song’s central theme, that stardom is a quality we all possess, famous or not. The only real stars are up in the heavens, but the potential for spiritual brilliance comes with being human. It is not the gift of an élite. “We all shine on.”


These are majestic sentiments and, though its tune is unambitious, the finished song does ample justice to them. For this we can thank Phil Spector. ‘Instant Karma!’ was John’s first collaboration with rock ’n’ roll’s most legendary producer, and it is a sonic triumph. Contacting Spector was the final coup in a productive day that had seen John write his song and round up a studio band comprising George Harrison, Klaus Voormann and Alan White. It happened that Spector was visiting London to discuss involvement in the Beatle tapes that would become their Let It Be album.


The record that Lennon and Spector cut at Abbey Road that evening would mark the start of an historic two-year partnership. With its commanding, echoed vocals and the almighty wallop of White’s drumbeats, ‘Instant Karma!’ was the definitive sound of post-Beatles Lennon; he would deliberately evoke it ten years later, in ‘(Just Like) Starting Over’.


“I’d already been experimenting with drum breaks,” Alan White recalls, “that weren’t in the same metre as the rest of the song. So that’s what you hear. They got the backing track down and John needed a big chorus of people singing ‘We all shine on’. So Mal Evans, who was the roadie for the Beatles, went down to the Revolution Club. And he spread the word around the crowd that John Lennon wanted a bunch of people to sing a backing track, so half the club came back to Abbey Road that night, and he was conducting them at the front!”


Harnessing this additional (if somewhat tipsy) lung power, ‘Instant Karma!’s sound was built up in layers, in the classic Spector tradition, until it reached monumental stature. His “Wall of Sound” technique, evolved in the making of landmark Sixties hits such as ‘Be My Baby’, ‘Da Doo Ron Ron’ and ‘River Deep Mountain High’, required the same instrumental parts to be played many times, with the results allowed to reverberate around the studio. A typical Spector record gave the impression of cavernous space, as if created in some vast cathedral of pop. John was content to tell Spector he wanted “a 1950s feel” and left the rest in his producer’s hands. Like Lennon, Spector preferred to think of records in terms of total sound, not as collections of component details. Heretically, he even disdained the advent of stereo, coining his own slogan “Back to Mono”.
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