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				John and Yoko, 1980

			

			

			
				Foreword

			

			
				‘Under a cherry tree, there’s no stranger,’ a Haiku by Issa and its warmth reminds me of John. John Lennon never minced words in his letters. It quite often came with little wiggley drawings, and you knew he was sending his heart to a friend. In an age when most of us are getting more and more into arm’s length communications, it’s a nice idea to send a piece of his thoughts expressed in his own handwriting to you and the universe.


				Hunter, you did good.

				Yoko


				Yoko Ono Lennon

				New York, 17 March 2012
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				John, an expert two-finger typist, as seen in Beatles Monthly, May 1968
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				Introduction

			

			
				The  reaction  of John Lennon to most things, whether joy or anger, fear or loathing, fun or fury, was to write it down. He responded with words, not just music. It was entirely natural for him to put pen to paper whenever he had an idea, a thought, or a desire to communicate.

				 John Lennon lived and died in an era before computers, emails, twits, tweets, and twitters, hence he  handwrote or typed letters and postcards to his family, friends, fans, strangers, newspapers, organizations, lawyers and the laundry. Most of his letters were funny, informative, campaigning, wise, mad, anguished, poetic. Sometimes they were heartbreaking.

				We know from his lyrics and his two books of poems (both still bestsellers) that he had a way with words, but his letters have up to now never been collected and published, and in many cases their very existence has remained unknown. This is mainly due to the laws of copyright – which, in the case of John’s letters, is owned by Yoko Ono.

				I first met Yoko in 1967 when she asked me to appear in her Bottoms film (I declined) and later when I was working on the Beatles biography. Some years after, I mentioned that someone should start gathering together all John’s letters, postcards and other such bits – let the world see how amusing and interesting he could be. She wasn’t keen at the time, thinking John’s private letters might be too personal.

				In October 2010, Yoko came to London to be present at the unveiling of a blue plaque in Montagu Square where she had lived with John. She asked me to give a speech at the ceremony. The next day I had a long meeting with her and again brought up the subject of John’s collected letters. My idea, in editing them, would be to contact as many recipients as possible, to find out who they were, what they were doing, how they fitted into John’s life and to seek their help explaining references that others, like myself, might miss. The work could not of course be done without her blessing.

				I suggested to her that the reason for doing the project now was because many of the recipients had already died and others were growing old and frail. Yoko eventually agreed to support and encourage the collection and publication of John’s letters.
				

			

			
	
				She has not provided any letters personally. They hardly wrote letters to each other anyway, as they were nearly always together, and if not, they were on the telephone up to twenty times a day. Some of the handful of letters and notes she did possess have, alas, been lost over the years – or more likely spirited away by helpful helping hands. Stolen, as we usually call it.

				So I had to track down as many letters, postcards, notes and lists and scraps as I could find. And yes, I have rather expanded the definition of the word ‘letter’. 

				When I first began, I imagined there were probably a few large, hidden-away caches. Perhaps some fabulously wealthy collectors with rows of framed Lennons hidden in their underground bunkers or secreted in Swiss bank safe deposits. Maybe there were also some semi-public collections, held by discreet but well-funded museums in the USA or Japan, where some of the choicer epistles might be viewed by special permission. The idea of a Big Fab Super Collector turned out to be illusory.

				What modern rich collectors of such items do is go for a selection of material from their pop or rock idols – so that in their den they might have an Elvis signed photo, a Bob 

			

			
				Dylan letter, a Lennon lyric, an Eric Clapton guitar, a Jagger gold disc. Having got a decent spread, they move on to other items, other topics.

				The majority of the letters turned out to be in the hands of hundreds of ordinary and not-really-all-that-rich individual collectors. When prices were relatively low, back in the eighties and early nineties, most bidders at pop memorabilia auctions were fans getting on towards their middle years who had made a bob or two and found they had enough money to spend on a remembrance of a hero from their growing-up years. When the prices suddenly rocketed, a lot of them traded in, and traded up, moving on to choicer items.

				One of the people who was very helpful was Dean Wilson, a hospital manager from Nottingham, who started buying Lennon material some twenty odd years ago, gradually selling items to buy better material. I was astounded when he told me that over the years he had personally owned ten Lennon manuscripts. Today, still working in the hospital, he owns just one original Lennon item, which he has safely stored in the bank.

				I often wondered why the original recipients had sold their personal letters, especially when presumably they were not hard up, but when I tracked them down, the story was sometimes rather different. One recipient’s precious letter had been taken from her house by her own daughter, desperate for money for her drug addiction. Another discovered his letter had been sold behind his back by his father. He had gone round the world on a gap year and while he was away his father, who ran a small business, got into money problems – and sold his son’s Lennon letter at auction without telling him. They have hardly spoken since. Today, he would desperately like to buy his own letter back, and could easily afford it, but the present owner, when I spoke to him, is wealthy and had no wish to sell.

				Some people who were very close to John have sold their items for worthy, charitable reasons, such as John’s aunt Mimi and George Martin, the Beatles producer, giving them to good causes who then put them up for auction.

				Cynthia Lennon, John’s first wife, did sell quite a lot of material at times in her life when she needed the money. But I suspect that some letters, some pages, which she now can’t find, or can’t remember what happened to them, she in fact tore up in that first anguished period of her marriage collapsing. Certain passages would possibly have seemed too sad, too poignant, to be kept.

				Letters and material have also been destroyed for more trivial reasons. Ron Ellis, for example, wilfully cut up a note from John. In 1963, aged twenty-two, he was living in Southport. During the day he was studying for a degree in librarianship and at night managing a number of local pop groups. He met John and the Beatles and boasted that, through his contacts in the USA, he could get the latest American rock’n’roll albums. Clearly impressed, John wrote him out a long list of all the American records he would really, really like.

				I was working in Birkdale Library one day when this group of girls from a private school saw that I had something on my desk written by John Lennon. I agreed to cut up the list, which had about twelve items on it, and sell them a piece each at two shillings a time. They were thrilled to have even just a few words in John’s handwriting. To me, at the time, they were just another group.

			

			
				The main route for discovering the existence of most Lennon letters – if not the ownership – has been through the major auction houses in the UK and the USA. Experts at Sotheby’s and Christie’s and Bonham’s have been generous with their time and knowledge. I also received help from Paul Wane and Jason Cornthwaite of Tracks, the world’s leading dealer in Beatles memorabilia. A hotmail account asking for Lennon letters drew responses from around the world. Collectors from Australia to South America sent me copies of their treasures – and told me their stories. Frank Caiazzo, an authenticator of Beatles signatures who has worked for many of the leading auction houses, kindly let me have copies of items that have passed through his hands – but, alas, he rarely kept details of who the recipients were or what the letters were about.

				In the early decades, good Beatles material often did turn up at small provincial auction houses, often with flimsy details. I found I had kept in an old drawer a 1986 catalogue for a company called Worrall’s in Liverpool that included a 1975 letter, lot 105, from John to his cousin Liela. The brief description made the contents sound very interesting, with references to drugs and immigration problems, but there were no actual quotations. There was a very bad photocopy of the letter, shoved in at the bottom of a page – which was totally impossible to read.

				I tried to contact Worrall’s office – but they had ceased to exist ten years earlier. I managed to find the name of the former owner, Pat Carney, and dug out an old home number. I told her about the letter and asked if she remembered it. She did: it was unusual for them to have been offered such a good item. She had a memory of making the photocopy and said she would try to locate it, though she thought it unlikely. A few weeks later, she rang me. She had found the photocopy. While not perfect, it was completely readable – and completely fascinating. At least to me. (See Letter here.)

				I don’t know who actually owns the original of that letter today, as I have not seen it come up since at any other auction. They will probably be surprised to see an item they own illustrated here. Many other present-day owners of letters in this book will be surprised – and I am sorry I was unable to contact them, though I did try. But of course permission to reproduce resides with Yoko.

				I tracked down one letter thanks to a chance meeting over thirty years ago when I travelled on the QE2 to New York. During the crossing, I met a Scotsman called Bill Martin. He happened to tell me that he was living in Kenwood – the house in St George’s Hill, Weybridge, where John Lennon once lived, and where I had spent many hours talking to John.

				Bill was a well-known sixties and seventies songwriter himself, so it seemed apt he should now be in John’s house. He wrote ‘Puppet on a String’ for Sandie Shaw, ‘Congratulations’ for Cliff Richard and ‘My Boy’ for Elvis – plus all the Bay City Rollers’ songs.

				Two years ago, when I started this project, I remembered our chat and managed to make contact with him again. Bill no longer owned Kenwood, though he and his family had lived there for some years. Had he ever written to John and had a letter back? He had – and in it John told him about the songs he wrote while living in Kenwood. Bill agreed to  let me have a copy. (See Letter here.)
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				John with baby Julian in the garden at Mendips, 1963, snapped by his cousin, David Birch

			

			
				Are John Lennon letters and postcards worth collecting? Commercially they are, as Beatles fans and museums all around the world compete to pay high prices for even the most modest scrap, but what about their intrinsic value, maybe their literary content?

				For Beatles and music fans generally, anything that gives any sort of insight into his work or biographical details is of value. Even if the contents are not new or earth-shattering, such readers will be interested to see what he wrote, to whom and how he illustrated the letters.

				But was he any good as a writer? Readers of The Times of 20 June 1964 were informed that John Lennon was ‘in a pathetic state of near illiteracy … a boy who ought to have been given an education that would have enabled him to benefit from the talent he appeared to have’.

				This was not a Times columnist sounding off, but a report from a parliamentary debate in which Charles Curran, the Conservative MP for Uxbridge, was bemoaning the poor education of present-day youth. John’s first book of poems In His Own Write had recently been published and Mr Curran had presumably read some extracts. ‘It appeared,’ so he went on, ‘that he [Lennon] had picked up pieces of Tennyson, Browning and Robert Louis Stevenson while listening to the football results on the wireless.’

				Fifty years later, most educated adults would be jolly pleased if our present-day youth had even heard of Tennyson and Browning, never mind set out to parody bits of their poetry.

			

			
				The success of John’s first book of poems, which sold 500,000 in the year it was published, could be said to have been partly due to his fame and popularity as a Beatle – which of course many did say at the time, but it was published by a distinguished literary imprint, Jonathan Cape, and John was honoured at a Foyle’s Literary Lunch in 1964. In 2010 his poems were reprinted and sold tens of thousands of copies to people who would have had no experience or memory of that long-gone phenomenon known as Beatlemania.

				Today, John’s writings – not just his song lyrics but his poems and stories – are being studied at universities all round the world. At the Jacobs Music School at the University of Indiana, the biggest music school in the USA, there are about three hundred students a year working on the Beatles – their music and their words.

				‘I have always loved Lennon’s writing, in his public books and private letters,’ says Professor Glenn Gass, who has taught courses on the Beatles at Indiana since 1982. ‘They seem of a piece with the rest of his creative work: playful and funny and full of bits of inspired lunacy and then, when you least expect it, moments of heart-rending emotion and honesty. John seemed to be continually exploring himself – searching for himself – in his writings.’

				I have tried to use the letters to tell the story of John’s life, as a narrative, but never jumping ahead to future events, even when most of us alive today know what the future held for him. I have also tried to describe, where possible, the recipient, and his or her story.

				‘Letters’, wrote E. M. Forster, ‘have to pass two tests before they can be classed as good: they must express the personality of both the writer and the recipient.’ John always did tailor his letters to the person he was writing to.

				I have arranged them more or less chronologically, fitting them into Parts, each new Part having its own short introduction. Sometimes there is a running theme in each Part, or more often it encompasses the same year. On one occasion, the Part consists of letters all to the same person, Derek Taylor, in which case the chronology does slightly overlap.

				In order to keep the narrative flowing, my editorial explanations and comments come before each letter, not afterwards or at the bottom of the page. I did not want numbers and asterisks and notes cluttering up the pages like sticky buds.

				In almost every case I have included an image of the letter, as well as giving a transcript (unless the letter has been typed so clearly there is no need for a transcript), so you can see what it looked like, even if often it has become stained or faded. John could type. In his late teens, while still living with his aunt Mimi, he had acquired a manual typewriter, an Imperial, on which he used to bash out some of his poems, very badly. (Mimi later donated this typewriter to charity and it was sold at auction.) In America, he had a more up-to-date machine and did take some typing lessons, but mostly he handwrote everything.

				In several cases I have had to guess the words – putting a question mark in brackets in the transcript – and the date. With one letter – a question-and-answer survey about Buddy Holly (see Letter here) – I was convinced on first reading that it must have been done in 1964, on the eve of their first tour of the USA, some local reporter perhaps researching a story for their arrival. That was how I dated it to begin with. Fortunately, I managed to make contact with the reporter in question and discovered it had been done ten years later than I had imagined.

				As for some of the recipients, I might easily have failed to identify the correct Linda or Ruth, assuming she was an unknown fan and not someone known to John. And in explaining some reference I might well have managed to totally misunderstand it. I like to think that, being of a similar age and background to John, brought up under similar influences, I do understand most of the British references, but I could well have missed some Americanisms. For all such transgressions I apologize in advance. 

				Hunter Davies

				London, May 2012
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				John’s ﬁrst typewriter, an old Imperial, on which he bashed out some of his childhood poems

			

			

			
				Brief Biography 
of John Lennon
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				A Polyphoto strip of John, aged about ﬁve, looking sweet and innocent, as his aunt Mimi always liked to remember him

			

			
				Collected Letters assume that you already know about the Famous Person, and are probably a fan, interested to know more about them, the trivial and everyday as well as the more serious. However, there will also be readers who perhaps do not have his life and times at their fingertips, so perhaps it might be useful to go over some of the events in his life up to 1960, before the letters properly begin, if only as a reminder.
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				Fred, John’s father, holding up his prison number, aged around forty

			

			

			
				
				John Winston Lennon was born in Liverpool at 6.30 p.m. on 9 October 1940, and given his middle name in honour of the then Prime Minister, Winston Churchill. It used to be repeated in all biographies (including mine) that he was born during an air raid, a story passed down in his family – which was what John’s aunt Mimi told me herself – but recent and intense research into the Liverpool newspaper archives has failed to provide evidence of a German air raid on that particular evening. Before and after, yes, lots of reports and sightings of bombing raids. So, you now have to say that he was ‘born during a period of air raids’.

				John’s father was Alfred Lennon, born 1912, sometimes known as Fred or Freddie or ‘that Alfred’ by Aunt Mimi with a curl of her lip. His father, John Lennon, known as Jack, had travelled for a time in the USA with a troupe of Kentucky Minstrels, before returning to Liverpool.

				Fred became a seaman, mainly working as a steward on cruise liners out of Liverpool. In 1938, he married Julia Stanley, born 1914. They had their honeymoon at the Trocadero Cinema, where Julia, being stage struck, spent a lot of her time; she also worked there as an usherette. Afterwards, Fred went back to sea and Julia went back to live with her parents.

				When John was born, two years later in 1940, Fred was nowhere to be seen, away somewhere at sea, and of course there was a war on. He didn’t reappear for some time, and there were stories that he had deserted – not true – or that he had served a spell in prison, which was true. What little money he’d been sending to support Julia and his son soon stopped arriving.

				On one of his infrequent appearances, when John was about five, Fred was allowed to take John on holiday with him to Blackpool. During this visit, Fred decided that he was going to run away with John to New Zealand, to make a new life, just the two of them. 
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				John, aged eight, with his mother Julia

			

			
				Julia arrived unexpectedly and John was given the choice – to go with Fred or return home to Liverpool with Julia. According to what Fred himself told me, John chose at first to stay with his father, then when he saw his mother walking away, he ran after her, returning with her to Liverpool.

				From the age of around six, John found himself being brought up, not by his mother Julia but by her oldest sister, Mary, known as Mimi, who had sole responsibility for John from then on.

				The precise explanations for these complicated arrangements have long been argued over, inside and outside the family. Mimi saw herself as saving John from the clutches of Fred, who was a bad lot, though her dear younger sister Julia was not always all she should have been. Mimi wanted to give John some security and stability. Others have suggested that Mimi somehow stole John – she had no children herself, so wanted to get her hands on young John and mould him to her wishes.

				For a long time, Fred was considered the guilty party for John’s unsettled early years, deserting his wife and son, not supporting them. He did float around, had no steady jobs, was always hard up, lived for the day, appears to have been pretty feckless, living on his wits, but had a reasonable singing voice.
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				Aunt Mimi, who brought John up

			

			

			
				Julia, while painted as the wronged or unfortunate wife by Mimi, had affairs while still married to Fred when he was away at sea, producing one child, a girl who was adopted, and went off to Norway, before settling down with a new man, Bobbie Dykins, by whom she had two more girls, Julia and Jackie. John’s mother Julia, like Fred, does appear to have been fairly unconventional, but she was fun, amusing, attractive and vaguely bohemian – and she could play the banjo.

				Mimi, the aunt who took John in, was born in 1906, the eldest of five Stanley sisters, and was married to George Smith, whose family had owned a small farm and kept cows. All five Stanley girls were strong-willed, independent characters. The second oldest was Elizabeth, born 1908, known as Mater. Her first husband, Charles Parkes – by whom she had one son, Stanley – died in 1944. She then married a Scottish dentist, Robert Sutherland, and moved to Edinburgh. Anne, born in 1911, known as Nanny, married a Labour party official called Sidney Cadwalader and had one child, Michael. Harriet, the youngest, born in 1916, known as Harrie, had two children. John, when growing up, therefore had a close and supporting family, with aunts and uncles and lots of cousins.

				Mimi and her husband George lived in a house called Mendips at 251 Menlove Avenue in the Liverpool suburb of Woolton. John attended the nearby Dovedale Primary School and from there, aged eleven in September 1952, he moved on to a local grammar school, Quarry Bank High School. He started off quite well, then went progressively downhill, being demoted to the lower classes, having no interest in normal academic subjects, despising most of the teachers, causing trouble, dabbling in minor thieving, and generally mucking around with his close friend Pete Shotton.

				From an early age, however, he had always been interested in drawing, doing cartoons, copying stuff from the newspapers, writing little stories – all for his own amusement. He dutifully sent postcards to Aunt Mimi when he went on his summer holidays to stay with Aunt Mater in Edinburgh. Mimi, when I met her first in 1966, still had some, showing me one in which John wrote that ‘funs were running low’ – an example of his bad spelling, rather than deliberate wordplay. The use of the word ‘funds’ meaning money, like ‘tuck’ meaning food, was rather archaic even in 1950, though still used in comics, public school stories or in the Just William books John loved reading.

				While at primary school he produced his own little book called Sport Speed and Illustrated – edited and illustrated by J. W. Lennon. It contained jokes, cartoons, pasted-in photos of film stars and footballers. It had a serial story which ended each time with ‘If you liked this, come again next week, it’ll be even better’.
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				A page from the Daily Howl, John’s home-made newspaper, written when he was twelve or thirteen
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				John’s home-made book, written when he was about eleven

			

			

			
				At Quarry Bank he wrote and drew the Daily Howl, which featured his own work as opposed to copied cartoons or stuck-in cut-outs, and showed signs of a more unusual, off-beat talent. He did poems and stories in which he lampooned the teachers, passing  his work  round the class to amuse his friends, and cartoons that were beginning to suggest a cruel streak, mocking cripples. There were more verbal jokes, complicated puns and jokes: ‘Weather Report: Tomorrow will be muggy, followed by tuggy and weggy.’ The jokes and verses indicate the influence of Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear and the cartoons owed a bit to James Thurber.

				He produced a little book in which he illustrated some of the stories he had been reading at school in his English lessons – The Treasury of Art and Poetry which ‘contained only the work of JW Lennon, with additional work by JW Lennon and a helping hand from JW Lennon, not forgetting JW Lennon. Who is this JW Lennon?’

				Music came into John’s life when he was about fifteen, as it came into the life of most British teenagers with the first stirrings, gyrations and tremors of what became known as rock’n’roll. Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’ appeared in 1954 and caused cinema seats to be ripped up when it was used as the theme tune for the film Blackboard Jungle. Even more important in Britain was Lonnie Donegan’s ‘Rock Island Line’, which came out in 1956. This marked the emergence of skiffle, a do-it-yourself music, which anyone could have a go at, without any training or even a proper instrument, as long as you could scrub a washboard or strum a tea-chest bass, though someone with a few chords on a guitar had an advantage. Like thousands of boys all over Britain, John, who had always seen himself as something of a gang leader, decided he would form his own little group amongst his school friends, persuading Pete Shotton to join in, even though he had no interest or talent for music.

				Some time at the end of 1956, or possibly early 1957 – the original members cannot agree on the dates – John created the Quarrymen, or more likely they gradually emerged. They had begun to play regularly by March 1957 – mainly for themselves, or at friends’ parties, local social events, with people leaving, new members joining, not meeting for weeks, then starting up again.

				John had never learned to play an instrument. Mimi said she would have sent him to piano or violin lessons if he had been interested, but he wasn’t. When much younger, he had taught himself to play the mouth organ, after a fashion. Now, with the formation of the Quarrymen, he was desperate to master the guitar.

				By this time, John’s mother had reappeared in his life. Julia had in fact been living locally for some time with her new partner, but Mimi, who disapproved of her sister ‘living in sin’, had initially kept this from John in an effort to prevent him from seeing her. However, from about the age of twelve, after he had started at Quarry Bank School, John began to visit her.

				Mimi was against John’s interest in the guitar, and did not encourage it, just as she was not keen on him associating with those boys she considered common, which usually meant they lived in a council house.

				Mimi, in her prim little semi, considered herself middle class and referred to her husband as a retired landowner, though rather reduced in circumstances due to the vagaries of the turf. In fact George delivered milk. He died in 1955, aged fifty-two, just at the time John was becoming interested in music. It was a loss John felt keenly; George, who appears to have been kind and gentle, had been a friend and ally to the young boy.Mimi had taken in a few lodgers while George was alive but began to take them in more regularly after his death, mainly Liverpool University research students.

				Julia bought John his first guitar – mail order through Reveille magazine – for a few pounds, £10 at most, and taught him some banjo chords, which was all she knew. Mimi made him practise it on the front porch, outside the house, as she couldn’t stand the noise.

				On 15 June 1957, the Quarrymen were booked to play locally at St Paul’s Parish Church fête at Woolton. A friend of John’s called Ivan Vaughan, who was at another school, the Liverpool Institute, invited along a fifteen-year-old from his school to watch the Quarrymen play and to meet John. This was Paul McCartney. He brought his own guitar and played a tune for John, ‘Twenty Flight Rock’. John was most impressed.

				John mulled over whether it would be wise to have someone in his group who was almost two years younger yet clearly a better guitar player, realizing he might therefore become a rival. He was very conscious at the time, and for some years, that he was the leader of the group, and often styled himself as such.

				After a week, he sent a message inviting Paul to join the Quarrymen. The following year, in February 1958, George Harrison joined. He, too, was a pupil at the Institute, but a year younger than Paul. At the time, these things mattered, as they jostled for position. The pecking order was determined partly by age, but all accepted that John, the oldest, was the leader.

				They began to secure better engagements at women’s institutes, working men’s socials and in clubs in the middle of Liverpool, including a first appearance at the Cavern in January 1958, but their line-up was constantly changing – they seemed to have trouble finding or keeping a drummer. There were also long gaps between paid engagements. The money didn’t matter too much at first, as they were still schoolboys, in the case of Paul and George, or students, in the case of John. In 1958 he started at Liverpool Art College. Mimi managed to get him admitted, thanks to the help of Mr Popjoy, headmaster of Quarry Bank, even though John had passed no exams.

				On 15 July 1958, just as Julia was properly coming back into his life, she was knocked down and killed in a traffic accident, hit by a car driven by an off-duty policeman. Paul had already lost his mother, Mary, when he was aged just fourteen. She had died from breast cancer in October 1956.

				In August 1959, the Quarrymen started playing at the Casbah Club, a teenage coffee bar club run by Mona Best in the cellars of her own house, but their first period playing there ended in a row. They had been promised £3 for the evening but the fourth member of their group at the time, Ken Brown, was ill and didn’t play, resting upstairs in a bedroom. Mona insisted on giving each of the four 15 shillings – i.e. a quarter each. John, Paul and George thought this unfair, the three of them should have all the money, and stormed out, vowing never to play the Casbah again.

				This was a typical incident in their early, chaotic, semi-amateur, shambolic years, begging for engagements, playing for pennies, going for auditions for TV and radio talent shows, but then never being accepted.

			

			
				
					[image: John-L-rooftop033.jpg]
				

			

			
				Paul, John and George on a rooftop in Hamburg, 1961, showing off their cowboy boots and tight trousers
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				John at the microphone in his early Quarrymen days

			

			

			
				In May 1960, now calling themselves the Silver Beatles, they got their first proper tour, as a backing group for a young singer called Johnny Gentle. It lasted only nine days and took place in remote small towns in the north of Scotland where few people turned up, their van crashed, and on one occasion they sneaked out of their hotel without paying.

				John’s earliest published writing – apart from the school magazine – appeared in the first issue of a local Liverpool music newspaper called Mersey Beat, edited by Bill Harry, which came out on 6 July 1961. John wrote an article entitled ‘Being a Short Diversion on the Dubious Origins of Beatles – Translated from the John Lennon’. In it, he told how ‘once upon a time, there were three little boys called John, George and Paul, by name christened. They decide to get together because they were the getting together type.’

				In a later edition he had a poem published, ‘I Remember Arnold’, and also contributed other bits, including joke adverts in the Classified Advertisement section, such as ‘HOT LIPS missed you Friday, RED NOSE’, ‘Whistling Jock Lennon wishes to contact HOT NOSE’.

				John always said that his childhood ambition was to be a journalist, not a musician, hence all the little bits of writing and reporting during his school and college days.

				In June 1965, when his second book of poems was about to come out, he was interviewed by Virginia Ironside of the Daily Mail and told her about his schoolboy journalism fantasies:

				

				But the problem of journalism is having your stuff stuck in among a lot of other rubbish. I’ve never considered myself a social writer – there just aren’t any issues I want to write about seriously. I’m too self centred and too … ephemeral. I just learned that word. Off Bernard Levin. My only aim in writing a book is to make it funny. It’s either funny or it’s nothing.

				

				If John ever seriously fancied himself as a journalist or a writer, more material would surely have turned up from his teens. Or he would have sent more letters and postcards to friends, especially girls, once the Beatles started moving around the Merseyside area, but little has emerged before early 1961, apart from a Christmas card to Cynthia in 1958. Nothing at all has turned up from their tour of Scotland in May 1960, which is surprising. He ought to have managed a postcard back to Mimi or some art college chums, boasting about what a great time they were having. Or not.

				It was of course a very short tour that didn’t make them any money, where they were travelling in a van all the time, from which they learned nothing musically and which in the end didn’t lead anywhere.

				It was only after the call came to go to Hamburg, in August 1960, that the Beatles could really be said to have got started. And then the letters proper begin.

			

			

			
				Editor’s Note

			

			
				The letters are numbered from 1–285, for ease of reference, even though many are in fact not strictly letters but postcards, lists, notes, telegrams … The use of the word ‘letter’ is therefore generic.

				The parts, or chapters, roughly fall into years, and many of them have a theme, more or less. The exception is Part 20 which contains letters to Derek Taylor and goes back over some of the years already covered.

				The editorial notes, giving details of the recipient and explaining the contents, come before each letter, not afterwards.

				 The transcription of each letter follows John’s grammar and spelling, as he wrote it. Now and again I have inserted a full stop or capital letter, to make it easier to tell when a new sentence or thought is beginning, but no other liberties have been taken. Where I am not sure of a word, because the letter is worn or faded, or I had only a poor copy, or because of John’s handwriting or some convoluted wordplay, I have put my interpretation in square brackets – or added a question mark.

				When dating the letters, the insertion of a question mark after the year or month indicates that I am guessing, based on internal or other evidence. Where there is no question mark, the date was given on the letter itself or the postmark.

				

				If you have any corrections, or can add any further information about any of the letters or recipients, or, more importantly, if you have a Lennon letter or copy which is not in the book, please email me at Johnlennonletters@hotmail.co.uk  Many thanks.

			

			

			
				Dramatis Personae

			

			
				John kept in touch with many of his relations all his life, in particular his aunts on his mother’s side (his mother Julia was one of five sisters) and cousins, so it might be useful to have a brief  Who’s Who of some of them:

			Mater – Aunt Elizabeth (1908–74) married first Charles Parkes, then Bert Sutherland.

			Stanley – cousin, Stanley Parkes (born 1933), son of Mater.

			Harrie – Aunt Harriet (1916–72) married first Ali Hafez and then Norman Birch.

			Liela – cousin (1937–2012), daughter of Harriet and Ali Hafez.

			David – cousin (born 1948), son of  Harriet and Norman Birch.

			Julia – mother (1914–58).

			Julia Baird – half-sister (b. 1947), daughter of John’s mother by John Dykins (1918–66).

			Jackie – half-sister (b. 1949).

			Freddie – father (1912–76).

			Pauline – Freddie’s wife (b. 1948).
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				John, centre, aged about ten, with his cousin Liela, left, and two of Mimi’s lodgers in the garden at Mendips

			

			

			
				John must have ­­­written quite a few letters and postcards when very young,  being a well-brought-up suburban child. Thank-you letters would have been expected of him, and also postcards to Mimi when he was on holiday in Edinburgh with his Aunt Elizabeth – the one known as Mater. Loving families do tend to keep childhood scribbles, at least for a short while, but few of John’s seem to have survived.

				Very recently I have come across two unpublished letters by his absent father Alfred to Mimi, written in 1950 and 1951, in which Alfred refers to receiving lovely letters from John – which is a surprise in itself – but the whereabouts of these letters remains unknown. For Part 1, covering his childhood and teenage years, I have, alas, discovered only three letters.

				The earliest is to his Aunt Harriet who lived in Woolton, not far from where John was living with Mimi. She had had a most eventful life, having met and married an Egyptian engineering student, Ali Hafez. They moved to Cairo where her daughter Liela was born in 1937. Ali Hafez then died in a freak accident – contracting septicaemia after a routine tooth extraction. The newly widowed Harrie found herself caught up in the war, but despite visa and passport problems she and Liela eventually managed to return to Liverpool in 1941 on board a troop ship. Having been married to an ‘alien’, Harrie was required to report to a police station every week. Then in 1942 she married Norman Birch, an army officer who was serving in the Royal Army Service Corps. He stayed in the army through the Korean War, till the Suez crisis in 1956. In later years he worked in the motor trade. They had one son, David, born in 1948.
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				John, right, aged about eleven, with his cousin David and Aunt Harriet, 1952

			

			
				In 1951, when John was aged ten, he wrote his aunt Harriet a thank-you letter for the Christmas presents she had given him. He had been a very lucky boy – Harriet had sent him three presents in all: a book, a towel and a jumper.

				He refers to her as Harrie, which was how the family always referred to her. It was most unusual in those days for a nephew to address an aunt by her first name instead of ‘aunty’, but then the Stanley sisters were rather unusual. Mater always insisted on being called Mater, by all her family, even her own son, as she disliked being called Mother.

				John’s letter is nicely and neatly written, with proper joined-up handwriting, perfect spelling, good punctuation, on lined paper – the lines being drawn by hand, the better to keep his writing in order. He has written it on a folded notelet with a pheasant on the front, presumably supplied by Mimi. He is obviously proud of having got to the bottom of page 18 in his book and proves he has taken it in by describing some of the contents.

				Was Mimi standing over him saying, ‘Now, John, I want a proper thank you, not just a scribble’? Possibly. Was he being satirical when he says the towel was the best towel he had ever seen? Possibly not. I am sure he meant it. He had to think of something nice to say. And having one’s name on a towel was rather special …
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				Letter 1:  Thank-you notelet to Aunt Harriet, Xmas 1951

				

				Dear Harrie,

				Thank you for the book that you sent to me for Christmas and for the towel with my name on it, and I think it is the best towel I’ve ever seen.

					The book that you sent to me is a very interesting one. I am at the bottom of page 18 at the moment. The story is famous ships, its all about a man called Captain Kidd the pirate. I am on the second chapter, the first chapter is called the Victory and the second is called the Mary Celeste. Thank you for the red jumper that you sent to me. I hope you have a happy new year.

						Love from

						John x

			

						
			
				An early teenage note has survived from around 1955 when John was fourteen or fifteen. He often went to visit his aunt Harriet, who lived nearby in a house called The Cottage, to play with his cousins Liela and David. On this occasion he seems to have gone off on David’s bike, presumably to save spending money on a bus fare.
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					Letter 2: Not­­­­e to ‘Harry’ (Aunt Harriet), 1955?

					

					HARRY 

					I have taken 

					Davids bike.

					I will return

					 it tomorrow 

					(So as not to break 

					into the £1)

							John

				

				John met Cynthia Powell at the Liverpool Art College in 1958 when he was eighteen and she was nineteen. She was born in Blackpool on 10 September 1939, her mother having moved temporarily out of Merseyside to escape any possible wartime bombing. Her father was a salesman for GEC and they lived in a semi-detached house in Hoylake, ‘across the water’ from Liverpool, which was considered locally to be suburban and a bit posh. At art college she was looked upon as shy and demure, staid and old-fashioned in her twinset.

				To begin with they moved in different circles. The pair didn’t meet properly till the autumn term of 1958, when they both found themselves in the lettering class. Cynthia’s first impression of John was that he was ‘horrible’. She considered him loud-mouthed and scruffy with his Teddy boy haircut and tight trousers. He called her Miss Prim.

				The first time she became aware of him was in a lecture room one day when she noticed a girl, Helen Anderson, stroking John’s hair. ‘It awoke something in me. I thought it was dislike at first. Then I realized it was jealousy …’

				Their first real conversation together was about both being short-sighted. By Christmas they had started going out, to college dances, to the pub. John had con-vinced himself that he was truly, madly, deeply in love. 

			

				
				John’s first known letter to Cynthia was not a letter, as such, but a home-made Christmas card, covering eight pages in all, with a front and back drawing, plus lots of scribbles inside, mainly saying ‘I Love You Cyn’ over and over again. The words are quite proper, as befitted Cynthia, with no lewd suggestions or bad language, polite and rather sweet: ‘All I want for Christmas is you Cyn so post early.’

				There are no flights of fancy, puns or wordplay – apart from Chrimbo, which was John’s word for Christmas. ‘I love you like guitars’ is about the only vaguely unusual image.

				The drawing at the front – under the headline ‘Our First Xmas!’ – is rather derivative and conventional, showing John with his Teddy boy haircut and tight trousers, but rather neat and kempt, for John. He was not known at art school for being particularly tidy. He even appears to be wearing a tie. Cynthia, looking ever so demure, is holding a ladylike umbrella, poised between them, as if keeping him off. The rear drawing shows them arm in arm, with lots of hearts: ‘I hope it wont be the last’.
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				Letter 3:­  to Cynthia, Xmas 1958 (eight pages) 

				Our First Xmas

				

				Happy Christmas Cyn  

				With all my love

				John
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				Dear Cyn,

					I love you, I love you  I love you I love you I love you I love u I lllllove U I love you Like Mad I do I do love you YES YES YES  I do love you CYN you I love I love you Cynthia Powell John Winston love C.Powell Cynthia Cynthia Cynthia I love you I love you I love you forever and ever isn’t it great? I love you like Guitars I love you like anything lovely lovely lovely lovely Cyn I love lovely Cynthia Cynthia I love you. You Are Wonderful I Adore You I Want You  I Need You. I Need You Don’t Go I Love You Happy Christmas Merry Chrimbo I love you I love you I love you Cynthia Cyn Cyn Cyn Cyn Cyn Cyn Cyn is loved by John John John John John I love you.

				

					Love John xxxxxx

			

			
				John Winston Lennon loves Cynthia Powell. True True True xxx John – Cynthia. I love you Cyn.
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				Dear Cynthia,

				All I Want For Christmas Is You So Post Early I Love You I’m Glad You Love Me Or I’d Go Mad I’m Already Tho! Hee! Hee! I love you I love you 
xxxxxxxxxxxx I love you from John Merry Chrimbo xx I love you Maximum Cyn

			



			
				I love you so don’t leave me I love you so don’t leave me leave don’t leave me I love you Cynthia I love you please don’t go away ’cos I love you dear Cyn I love you from John.
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				I love you yes yes yes yes

			

			
				I hope it won’t be the last
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