
[image: cover]


Recent Titles in Greenwood Biographies

Ted Turner: A Biography

Michael O’Connor

W.E.B. Du Bois: A Biography

Gerald Horne

George Clooney: A Biography

Joni Hirsch Blackman

Will Smith: A Biography

Lisa M. Iannucci

Toni Morrison: A Biography

Stephanie S. Li

Halle Berry: A Biography

Melissa Ewey Johnson

Osama bin Laden: A Biography

Thomas R. Mockaitis

Tyra Banks: A Biography

Carole Jacobs

Jean-Michel Basquiat: A Biography

Eric Fretz

Howard Stern: A Biography

Rich Mintzer

Tiger Woods: A Biography, Second Edition

Lawrence J. Londino

Justin Timberlake: A Biography

Kimberly Dillon Summers

Walt Disney: A Biography

Louise Krasniewicz

Chief Joseph: A Biography

Vanessa Gunther


[image: ]


To Luke, Jacob, and Michael, as always.
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SERIES FOREWORD

In response to high school and public library needs, Greenwood developed this distinguished series of full-length biographies specifically for student use. Prepared by field experts and professionals, these engaging biographies are tailored for high school students who need challenging yet accessible biographies. Ideal for secondary school assignments, the length, format and subject areas are designed to meet educators’ requirements and students’ interests.

Greenwood offers an extensive selection of biographies spanning all curriculum-related subject areas including social studies, the sciences, literature and the arts, history and politics, as well as popular culture, covering public figures and famous personalities from all time periods and backgrounds, both historic and contemporary, who have made an impact on American and/or world culture. Greenwood biographies were chosen based on comprehensive feedback from librarians and educators. Consideration was given to both curriculum relevance and inherent interest. The result is an intriguing mix of the well known and the unexpected, the saints and sinners from long-ago history and contemporary pop culture. Readers will find a wide array of subject choices from fascinating crime figures like Al Capone to inspiring pioneers like Margaret Mead, from the greatest minds of our time like Stephen Hawking to the most amazing success stories of our day like J. K. Rowling.

While the emphasis is on fact, not glorification, the books are meant to be fun to read. Each volume provides in-depth information about the subject’s life from birth through childhood, the teen years, and adulthood. A thorough account relates family background and education, traces personal and professional influences, and explores struggles, accomplishments, and contributions. A timeline highlights the most significant life events against a historical perspective. Bibliographies supplement the reference value of each volume.


OVERVIEW

John Lennon was a singer, songwriter, activist, artist, and writer whose life and work left an indelible mark on rock music and the world. Lennon first became famous as the founding member of the Beatles. His songwriting partnership with friend and bandmate Paul McCartney resulted in roughly 180 jointly written songs, and their collaboration remains among the most prolific and legendary in the history of rock music. The Beatles top Rolling Stone’s list of “Immortals: The Fifty Greatest Artists of All Time,” which pays tribute to those bands and artists who had the most significant impact on rock and roll music. Lennon is the only solo Beatle ranked among the top 50. He is also ranked by Billboard as the second most successful songwriter in singles music history, following McCartney. Lennon’s creative work, which extended beyond his years as a Beatle until the day of his murder on December 8, 1980, continues to inspire and provide enjoyment for millions around the world.

John Winston Lennon was born October 9, 1940, in Liverpool, England. He grew up in a quiet middle-class neighborhood, raised primarily by his aunt Mimi Stanley Smith. As a young boy, Lennon enjoyed American rock and blues music, including Elvis and Little Richard. He taught himself to play the guitar, often by listening to record albums over and over again until he mastered the chords. Lennon attended the Quarry Bank School and formed his first band, the Quarrymen, when he was 16 years of age. His band played at local community events in Liverpool. During a break between sets at one early performance, Lennon was introduced to Paul McCartney. Soon after, McCartney joined the band, and the two became fast friends. They spent as much time as possible together, playing songs and writing music. McCartney encouraged George Harrison to play guitar for Lennon, and once Lennon heard him, Harrison was invited into the band. Changes in the Quarrymen membership soon followed, and Lennon decided to change the band’s name to the Beatles. The boys abandoned the skiffle music of the Quarrymen days and focused more on rock and roll. Just before they recorded their first single, Richard Starkey (aka Ringo Starr) joined the band.

The Beatles’ first big break came in 1960 when they played backup for Johnny Gentle on a tour of the United Kingdom. This was followed by a six-week gig in Hamburg, Germany. Here the boys learned to play long sets and perfect their sound. When the Beatles returned to Liverpool, they became regulars at The Cavern, a basement club young people frequented. Record store owner Brian Epstein heard the Beatles perform at The Cavern and offered to become their manager. In 1963, the Beatles toured the United Kingdom and had their first number one hit, “Please Please Me.” Soon Beatlemania swept the country, with throngs of screaming fans mobbing the boys at every venue. This only intensified when the Beatles embarked on their first tour of the United States in 1964, which included a performance on the Ed Sullivan television show that drew a recording-breaking 73 million viewers. The mop-top haircuts and clean-cut good humor enamored the boys to millions around the world, and they spent the next two years performing internationally, starring in movies, and, in Lennon’s case, publishing two books. The queen appointed the Beatles as Members of the Order of the British Empire in 1965. By this time, Lennon had become disillusioned with fame and feared they had sold out to the establishment. He was weary of the constantly screaming fans who could not hear the Beatles music at live performances. The Beatles gave their last concert at Shea Stadium in 1966, and with the exception of an impromptu rooftop concert at their recording studio at 3 Savile Road in London, they performed only in the studio as they continued to record songs and release albums.

As the Beatles’ popularity grew, they began to change their image and music, and they started to speak out on political and spiritual issues. The Beatles’ hair grew long, they had beards and moustaches, and their clothes reflected their free-spirited nature. For a time, they engaged in transcendental meditation with the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. Lennon experimented with sound in his music and began to create songs that helped to shape the psychedelic rock era, intentionally using feedback, distortion, and multitracking in his songs. Lennon spoke out against the Vietnam War, and he commented in an interview that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus. This soon turned public opinion, particularly in the United States, against him.

Lennon married fellow art student Cynthia Powell in 1963, and they had a son named Julian. Lennon continued to tour extensively with the Beatles and spent a great deal of time in the recording studio when he was not on the road. Lennon met Japanese avant-garde artist Yoko Ono at an art exhibit in 1966 and began a relationship with her soon after. Ono and Lennon became inseparable, adding to tensions among the Beatles, who were struggling with business decisions after Epstein’s suicide in 1967. Ono joined Lennon when he was recording in the studio. The couple lived together in London until police raided their Montagu Square flat and confiscated a small amount of marijuana. Lennon pled guilty to drug charges to prevent Ono, who was pregnant with his child, from facing deportation. She miscarried soon after the arrest. Lennon divorced his first wife in 1968 and married Ono in 1969. The couple spent their honeymoon conducting bed-ins for world peace, first in Amsterdam and then in Montreal. They also began to create films and art exhibits together.

Lennon officially quit the Beatles in September 1969 as Abbey Road, was released. Lennon then turned his attention to his solo work, working in his recording studio at his home in Tittenhurst Park. In 1970 he released his first solo albums, John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band, which reflected his involvement with primal scream therapy, and Imagine. Shortly thereafter, Lennon and Ono left London to reside in New York City. The British press and Beatles fans had not been kind to Ono, and many blamed her for the Beatles’ breakup. Once Lennon settled in New York, he continued writing and recording music. His first album after residing in the United States, Some Time in New York City, reflected his views on women’s rights, race relations, and other political events. The couple became quite engaged in the political scene, participating in protests and speaking out against war and other injustices. This political activism created anxiety for the Nixon administration, and the U.S. government attempted to deport Lennon and Ono. Lennon fought the deportation case for several years until the U.S. court of appeals finally overturned the order in 1975.

Ono and Lennon separated in 1973, and Lennon moved to Los Angeles with May Pang, Ono and Lennon’s personal assistant. This was one of the most creative times in Lennon’s career as he focused on writing and recording. Three albums came from this period. Lennon frequented nightclubs and parties with friends, and at times his misbehavior became headline news. Lennon’s final public performance was in November 1974, when he took the stage with friend Elton John to sing the duet “Whatever Gets You Through the Night.”

In 1975, Lennon returned to New York and reconciled with Ono. The couple’s son Sean was born in October, and Lennon largely retreated from public view for the next five years. Lennon spent time with son, learned to sail, and traveled with his family to Japan, Florida, and other places. In 1980, he returned to the recording studio and with Ono released the album Starting Over. There was much hope that Lennon was coming back into the music world with new creative energy, but this hope was cut short when Mark David Chapman shot and killed Lennon outside his New York apartment building on December 8, 1980. The world mourned his loss.

Lennon was a brilliant, impassioned, complicated, and creative man. His music lives forever through the Beatles, which remain among the most influential rock bands of all time, and through his creative solo work. Songs like “All You Need Is Love” and “Give Peace a Chance” remain anthems for peace, and his music is still played on radio stations around the world. Lennon was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1994; the Annex in New York City hosted a display of his writings, films, and personal memorabilia in 2009. In the years since his death, Ono has spoken out on Lennon’s behalf against gun violence, and she continues to release Lennon’s writing and music after his death through publications and various exhibits of his work.


INTRODUCTION

I remember when I heard the news that musician and former Beatle John Lennon was shot and killed outside his apartment building in New York City. I was 13 years old and recently had purchased his Double Fantasy album. I did not know much about Lennon at the time, but I liked some of his new songs that were playing on the radio. My parents listened to the Beatles when I was young, and I remember staring at the cover of A Hard Day’s Night and wondering about these boys who made faces at the camera. The idea of John Lennon recording again interested me, as did the talk that Lennon was back, the habits and addictions that seemed to prevent him from recording music through much of the latter part of the 1970s behind him.

John Lennon was a unique and complex man, and he knew it. He once explained, “The only reason I am a star is because of my repression. Nothing else would have driven me through all that if I was ‘normal.’”1 Although he tried to distance himself from fans’ adulation by saying he was just John Lennon, he knew he experienced the world differently than other people. He once explained, “I just see and hear differently from other people . . . and there is no way of explaining it.”2 What drove Lennon was an urge to create and, at least during some moments in his life, a desire to perform and to share his art with others—whether music, film, writing, drawing, or painting.3 From the time he was a young boy, his imagination led him to places others could never dream, and this uninhibited creativeness resulted in music and other art forms that pushed boundaries and challenged the people who dared to engage it.

CONTEXTS

John Lennon grew up in the aftermath of World War II, which left both visible and invisible marks on his hometown of Liverpool. Eighty air raids on the city killed or injured thousands of people, and crumbled buildings and economic challenges left the city and its residents to deal with extensive devastation. Town rebuilding and port reconstruction began in the 1950s and continues to this day as Liverpudlians deal with ongoing economic challenges and urban planning demands. By the 1960s, Liverpool enjoyed renewed popularity as the center for the Merseybeat sound, largely due to the popularity of the Beatles and other Liverpool bands, and today the city still attracts a great deal of tourism as music fans flock to the city to see the sites and sounds associated with the world’s most popular band.

In many ways, given the influence of American music on the Beatles, it made sense they hailed from Liverpool. From the time of the Civil War, ocean liners traveled between Liverpool and the United States on a regular basis, sharing music, stories, and culture. Liverpudlians sided with the South during the war, allowing it to open an embassy in the city.4 While the docks were often a rough area populated with pubs and night clubs, and the industrial region had a reputation for radical politics and trade union militancy, the suburbs housed quiet middle-class communities. Travelers returning to Liverpool from New York and other American ports brought American artifacts with them, including record albums of American blues, country and western music, and folk music.

The 1950s were a time of change across Britain. National service was lifted, freeing youth from mandatory military duty, and young people who were born during or just after World War II were coming of age with new ideas about the world and their place in it. Like John Lennon, many young people in Britain in the 1950s went to art school. It was a reasonable alternative for those who would not make it into college. In fact, many art students went on to be famous musicians: Pete Townshend, Keith Richards, Eric Burdon, and Ronnie Wood. Up to this point, there had been no real youth culture in England. Popular music primarily came from the United States, replete with musicians in suits or nice dresses crooning lovely tunes.

John Lennon was raised during a time when there were rigid understandings of gender and sexuality. Until 1967, it was illegal to be gay in Britain. Men, whether gay or straight, did not touch one another in public, and they did not openly display their emotions, at least not sadness or crying. It was widely accepted that a woman’s place was in the
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