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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book, first and foremost, is not a history of the Sex Pistols or the punk rock movement, in general. While critical moments in the band’s life are chronicled, and context from the scene as a whole is provided, the focus remains on the lives and deaths of Sid Vicious and Nancy Spungen, and the four months in late 1978 and early 1979 that captivated the world’s attention. Those looking for a comprehensive account of punk rock as a genre should seek out the memoirs of those who were there, which also served as a research asset for this book, along with the entire uncensored New York Police Department case file on Sid and Nancy, nearly four hundred press and magazine articles, the original grand jury transcripts, notes from reporters and documentarians who previously covered this case, and thirty-eight hours of recorded interviews that I conducted with those involved. None of the dialogue contained in this book—all of which has been drawn from these materials—has been invented for dramatic purposes.

What once remained a strange footnote in rock history, usually relegated to appearing as little more than a single chapter in most punk rock books, is now front and center. Many mysteries remain in the deaths of both Sid Vicious and Nancy Spungen, but it is this author’s hope that a better public understanding of these events will spring to life from these pages. History has the final word on events like these, and I can only remain optimistic that this work will contribute to the record. This book is the result of nearly six years’ worth of research, and I cannot thank everyone who contributed to this project for all their dedicated help and support.

This book truly belongs to them.

Jesse P. Pollack, July 2023


PROLOGUE


“Ever get the feeling you’ve been cheated?”

Johnny Rotten’s words echoed throughout every inch of San Francisco’s Winterland Ballroom. The venue, once a popular ice-skating rink, was now home to big-name weekend rock concerts, promoted by legendary impresario Bill Graham. Winterland had a maximum capacity of 5,400, and on this night, January 14, 1978, it was packed to the rafters by a throng of excited Americans, all eager to catch a glimpse of England’s very own punk rock luminaries, the Sex Pistols.

The band had achieved notoriety for their high-energy, politically charged performances, tattered clothes, and dyed spiky hair. To a country that had been spoon-fed middle-of-the-road acts like the Eagles, Barry Manilow, and the Carpenters by FM radio for the last several years, the Sex Pistols were a breath of fresh air and brought a much-needed sense of mystery and danger to rock music. Rolling Stone declared, “Rock is sick and living in London!” when they sent Charles M. Young to report on the band. The BBC outright banned their music from being played on the radio, and the Houses of Parliament had seriously discussed having Rotten and his bandmates tried under the Treason Act—which carried the death penalty—for the song “God Save the Queen.”

And yet, here they were, concluding a near-disastrous tour instead of triumphantly conquering the United States in what should have been a new British Invasion for the next generation of rock-hungry kids. The group’s manager, Malcolm McLaren, who had an insatiable lust for controversy, had booked the Sex Pistols on a series of dates that mostly ran through the conservative American South. Rowdy onlookers who were more accustomed to the likes of Merle Haggard and Hank Williams Jr. bought tickets just to throw beer cans and hamburgers at the band while they played. In McLaren’s opinion, booking gigs at punk-friendly venues like New York’s Max’s Kansas City and CBGB would have been far too easy and less likely to generate the sensational headlines that had carried the group from obscurity to superstardom.

While Rotten agreed, opining that playing in the Big Apple would have amounted to little more than preaching to the choir, the tour had become one of the most trying episodes of his life in less than ten days. Aside from the local hostilities, Rotten, unaccustomed to the air conditioning afforded by most US motels, had come down with major sinus issues that had left him feeling drained with a hoarse voice. Guitarist Steve Jones was also ill, dealing with a nasty flu and a Gibson Firebird that refused to stay in tune onstage, and Malcolm had further sowed division within the band by separating the members, choosing to fly with Jones and drummer Paul Cook to most of the dates, leaving Rotten and the rest to ride the tour bus.

And then, there was Sid.

Once a close friend and ally of Rotten’s, Sid Vicious had been brought into the group eleven months prior to replace original bass guitarist Glen Matlock. By January 1978, he had become a shell of his former self, plagued by the throes of heroin addiction and the usual ego issues that develop when a young, naive musician is suddenly thrust onto the world’s stage. Making matters worse, Sid’s barely competent bass skills had now been reduced to such sloppiness that his amplifier was rarely even switched on. The two were now barely speaking to one another, save for the frequent trading of barbs, onstage and off. Rotten, while no stranger to drug use, had always detested heroin use and all that came along with it, held even more contempt for Sid’s girlfriend, Nancy Spungen. Despite knowing Sid’s introduction to heroin had come half a decade earlier at the hands of his own mother, Rotten blamed Nancy for Sid’s habit worsening, and the resulting issues that had accompanied it. His disgust with her had led Rotten to institute a new policy for the group—no girlfriends on tour.

Sid was no fool and knew all too well that “no girlfriends” actually meant “no Nancy,” and had taken it as a personal affront from someone he had once considered his best friend in the whole world. His reaction was swift and firm—he would make nothing but a problem out of himself on tour through a wave of self-destruction. He trashed hotel rooms, survived on a diet consisting solely of hamburgers and peppermint schnapps, picked violent fights with the road crew, and mutilated himself on the tour bus and elsewhere, carving large gashes in his arms and chest with whatever sharp implements could be found nearby.

The circus was now in town, and Johnny Rotten found himself at the center of it, losing whatever small amount of control he once had over the group as its de facto leader. On top of all this, McLaren was nowhere near finished exploiting the Sex Pistols for the most attention-grabbing headlines possible. With the short tour drawing to a close, his next move was to fly the group to Rio de Janeiro to record a single with famed train robber Ronald Biggs, who had been living there in exile since 1969. Rotten, the child of working-class Irish parents, was repulsed by the idea of working with a man who had gained worldwide recognition for beating a railroad worker within an inch of his life during his exploits, and made it known to the rest of the band and McLaren. His protests, however, had fallen on deaf ears.

Now standing before the audience at Winterland as the band concluded its encore, a seven-minute rendition of the Stooges staple, “No Fun,” Rotten had decided enough was enough. With his parting shot directed at himself and the band just as much as the fans in the crowd, he dropped his microphone to the floor, smiled, and walked away.

The world did not know it yet, but the first major chapter in the brief life of punk rock in the 1970s had come to an unceremonious end.

Following the group’s disintegration in San Francisco, camps were formed, and nearly everyone went their separate ways. Rotten ditched his punk surname and reverted to his given name, John Lydon, and got straight to work forming a new band, Public Image Ltd. McLaren tried salvaging the Sex Pistols brand as long as he could, sending Jones and Cook into the studio to record tracks with Biggs and a rotating cast of replacement singers, all while filming them for a planned mockumentary, The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle. As soon as their obligations were fulfilled, Jones and Cook created a new band, the Professionals.

Before filming wrapped, Sid played ball with McLaren long enough to record vocals on three new Sex Pistols singles, all of which were covers. After hanging around London for a few more miserable months, he decided to leave England altogether with Nancy by his side. In August 1978, the two boarded a plane at Heathrow bound for New York City.

Their destination: the Chelsea Hotel.


I


 CHELSEA MORNING


Thursday

October 12, 1978

7:29 a.m.

The sounds coming from the next room scared Vera Mendelssohn. The forty-eight-year-old sculptor had been woken from her slumber by a series of startling moans. Strange noises were the norm at the Chelsea Hotel, once the crown jewel of Manhattan hospitality, but these sounds were different. These were not the mid-coitus sighs of two lovers in bed. Nor were these the whimpers of a junkie deep in the throes of dope sickness. Living in Room 102 on one of the infamous first three floors of the Chelsea, Mendelssohn was long accustomed to those sounds. For some, it was part of the charm of living in a building that Jack Kerouac, Stanley Kubrick, and Leonard Cohen once called home.

For Vera, however, these sounds were frightening.

She had not heard anyone fall and injure themselves, nor had she heard anyone arguing—the usual lead-up to an assault. In fact, the only people who had heard anything of note were Erwin Basch, who lived in Room 101, along with Bernard Childs, a sixty-eight-year-old world-renowned artist, and his wife, Judith, who lived right across the hall from Mendelssohn in Room 110. Childs and his wife had both been awakened by a “sharp cry” around 10:30 p.m. earlier that night but neither had taken it very seriously at the time. Nor did Basch, who had heard the loud screams of a woman sometime in the early morning hours but had not been concerned enough to make a note of exactly when he had heard them.

After all, this was Manhattan before the cleanup, and random screams in a low-rent hotel were as commonplace as the sound of clanking radiators and the smell of urine in the hallways.

Whoever was moaning in Room 100 sounded alone and in pain. Strangest of all, the voice wasn’t calling out for anyone. It simply lingered there, pathetically pulsing in and out. Soon, the moans turned into sobbing. Growing more and more anxious, Mendelssohn turned over and did her best to ignore the sounds before they eventually faded away and she drifted back to sleep.

Her slumber, however, would be short-lived.

Shortly after 11:00 a.m., Mendelssohn heard a commotion outside her door. She quickly dressed and opened her door to find several New York Police Department officers filling the hallway, all of whom were focused on her young neighbor from England—punk rocker Sid Vicious. Noticeably distressed, the gangly bass player stood only a few feet away from the doorway of Room 100, his hair disheveled, with blood dripping from his swollen nose and mouth.

Sid stood almost motionless, clutching his blood-stained arms and weeping, “Baby, baby, baby . . .” as Mendelssohn moved past him into the small efficiency dwelling that he shared with his American girlfriend, an exotic dancer named Nancy Spungen. The room was a smelly, cluttered mess—something she half-expected living at the Chelsea—but what she did not anticipate was the amount of blood covering the bedsheets, or what she encountered while peering into the bathroom at the end of a small hallway. Lying under a small porcelain sink was Nancy’s crumpled body, clad only in a black bra and underwear. Just below her belly button was a small stab wound that had drenched her legs and much of the tiled floor in blood.

Shocked, Mendelssohn fled the bathroom and began making her way through the cluttered crime scene back to the hallway. Before she could get to the door, however, she came upon a pathetic sight—the doomed couple’s small kitten, Socks, wandering around sniffing at the piles of trash strewn about the floor, searching for something to eat. Determined to give the poor creature a chance at a better life, she picked the kitten up and left the room.

Out in the hall, she overheard Sid telling an officer about being “high on Tuinal” the night before. He struggled to remember the events of the previous night, which had been filled with several visits from various friends and drug dealers. Mendelssohn was later quoted by a journalist as saying that Sid suddenly locked eyes with her and said, “I killed her . . . I can’t live without her.” Other witnesses later insisted that Sid had uttered this in the form of a question, crying, “I killed her?!” Mendelssohn also recalled Sid saying either, “She fell on the knife,” or “She must have fallen on the knife,” claiming she was so startled by Sid’s previous statement, the second did not fully register with her. Making matters even more complicated, NYPD Officer William Sportiello, who was interrogating Sid at this very moment, later told a grand jury that he never saw Sid make any of these statements to Mendelssohn. In any case, understandably overwhelmed by the scene before her, Mendelssohn brushed past the throng of policemen and went back to her room with Socks in tow.

Still inconsolable, Sid then turned to Officer Sportiello and said, “Why did it have to be her?” Sportiello ignored Sid and went outside onto West Twenty-Third Street to retrieve paperwork from his car. Officer Tolwinski later claimed that Sid pled with him, crying, “Kill me! I want a worse death than her!” before begging for his service revolver so that he could shoot himself.

A few minutes later, NYPD Homicide Detective Gerald Thomas arrived on the scene. Clad in a three-piece suit and tie, Thomas was the spitting image of a classic movie gumshoe. Scanning the area with his intense eyes, he noticed Sid sitting in the hallway surrounded by officers, one of whom noticed the detective and led him into Room 100.

Inside the dwelling, Thomas found a blood-soaked bed, two suitcases, some canvas bags, and two metal footlockers that Sid and Nancy seemingly lived out of, along with an assortment of shopping bags, each containing personal mementos and photo albums. Aside from a mere ten dollars found stuffed inside Sid’s black jeans, no other money was present inside the room. What was found, however, was a hypodermic needle and a charred spoon. Before making his way into the bathroom, Thomas was shown two identical Jaguar Wilderness K-11 folding knives belonging to both Sid and Nancy—one of which seemed to be the murder weapon, as it was the only one found in the open position, the other being found closed inside the nightstand.

Thomas then made his way down the small hallway and into the bathroom that held Nancy’s corpse. The body was not like others he had seen. Nancy’s hands were not marred by defensive wounds. Nor were her limbs wildly strewn about or curled up in the fetal position. In death, Nancy Spungen was merely sitting under the sink with her head hung low, just like the countless junkies seen nodding out every day on countless Manhattan subway trains. However, this was not just any junkie. This was the junkie girlfriend of Sid Vicious, the sneering Brit who had made headlines by scrawling “GIMME A FIX” on his chest in the middle of a drug haze before smashing his bass over the heads of rowdy fans, all before his twentieth birthday.

Thomas walked out of the dingy crime scene and approached Sid in the hallway with Sergeant Thomas Kilroy following close behind.

“What’s your name?” he asked.1

“My name is John Ritchie,” Sid replied, giving a variant of his birth name.

“Do you live in Room 100?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know the person in the bathroom?”

“Yes.”

“What’s her name?”

“Nancy Spungen,” Sid replied.

“What happened in there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Come on—you must know what happened,” Thomas insisted. “You live in the room with her—were you away?”

“No,” Sid replied. “I was in the room all night and I don’t know what happened.”

“Mr. Ritchie,” Thomas said, “I’m going to advise you of your rights.”

“What?” Sid asked.

“You’re now a suspect in a homicide,” Thomas replied. “Can I speak to you without an attorney?”2

“Yes,” Sid replied.

“What happened?” Thomas asked again.

“I don’t know.”

“How did she end up in the bathroom?”

“I don’t remember.”

After some more prodding, Sid finally said that he had gone to sleep sometime around 1:00 a.m., but before passing out, he noticed Nancy sitting at the foot of the bed they shared, silently flicking one of their knives open and closed. Sid then claimed that when he awoke nine hours later, he was convinced he had wet the bed in the middle of the night, as the sheets were cold and damp. Once his eyes adjusted, however, he realized the bed was covered in blood. Startled, he then got up and walked into the bathroom, where he found Nancy on the floor.

“What was her condition?” Thomas asked.

“She was breathing all right,” Sid replied, “but she wasn’t bleeding.”

“Was there blood on the floor around her?” Thomas asked.

“No.”

“Okay,” Thomas said. “What did you do then?”

“Then I went to my methadone
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