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For many musicians, becoming famous is part of the dream of making music. While some musicians don’t ever truly reach their peak until long after their death, others become famous for far different reasons other than the songs they create. Imagine pouring your heart and soul into your music, only to have people remember you for something far more insidious.

The particular disappearance of an American songwriter has stumped and intrigued people for decades. Of course, the disappearance of Jim Sullivan seemed to be of more note than any of his other accomplishments. Those who hadn’t heard of Jim Sullivan are in good company, as not many had heard for Jim Sullivan before he disappeared. No one knows where he went, what happened to him, or if there’s still hope of ever understanding how he disappeared. 

Jim Anthony Sullivan was born to two Irish-American parents in San Diego, California. His parents had recently moved from Nebraska to start their new careers in defense, and thus Jim Sullivan was born. However, Jim was far from an only child. In fact, Jim was the seventh son of his parents. His parents had moved from Nebraska to California in order to escape the 1930s Dust Bowl. The Dust Bowl was a period of intense and severe dust storms that happened during the 1930s, and was often also known as the ‘Dirty Thirties’. 

The drought itself that caused unanchored soil from the plains to turn to dust came in three separate “waves”, starting first in 1934. The drought returned in 1936, and then once more in 1939 to 1940. It was turning the last wave that many people found the land they once called home and work inhospitable. The cause of the Dust Bowl was man-made, due to a distinct lack of knowledge when it came to agriculture on the native lands of the American and Canadian prairies. The Dust Bowl did a number on the agriculture of the American prairies, causing damage to the ecology and bringing drought. Many people went to California to escape the conditions, including Jim Sullivan’s parents. 

Despite escaping Nevada for California in an attempt to start a new life, Jim and his family lived an impoverished life. In one of his songs, Jim Sullivan describes his family as having lived in government housing, much like the other transplants who moved to California in order to escape the dust storms that were ravaging the prairie states. As a young man, Jim was well-liked and athletic. Due to his peculiar height, Jim became the quarterback of his high school football team. His interest in music didn’t come early in his childhood, but rather only after he started listening to the local blues groups that played around the Linda Vista area of San Diego, where Jim grew up. 

Jim met his future wife while she was still in junior high. Her name was Barbara. By that time, Jim was already in his first band. It was called the Survivors.  Ostensibly, Jim met Barbara because his future sister in law, Barbara's sister, Kathie Doran, performed as the lead vocals for the Survivors. Barbara and Jim hit it off and fell in love. Their relationship for the first few years together was strong and stable, and they shared the same interest and love in music.

After Barbara and Jim got married, they had a son together. They named him Chris. When their son was 7, Jim moved his family to Los Angeles, California. San Diego had started him off with music, but he was certain that there was more luck to be had in Los Angeles, where all the stars are born. Barbara managed to land herself a job at Capitol Records as a secretary. Jim, on the other hand, decided to make his living with his guitar. He started off playing whatever club or bar would have him. Soon, he was able to build up enough of a reputation that the venues around Los Angeles knew his name, and knew that he could draw in a crowd. He performed at famous clubs around Los Angeles, like the Raft club located in Malibu. It was at the Raft club that Jim Sullivan met influential figures like Lee Majors and Harry Stanton. But it wasn’t just music that Jim Sullivan dabbled in. During his time in Los Angeles, Jim also managed to get himself into movies and television. He starred as an extra in ‘Easy Rider’. Jim even managed to land himself a performance on the Jose Feliciano show. 

Jim managed to rub elbows with some big names. His manager, that helped him put on shows around Los Angeles, was Bob Ginter. Ginter also managed names like Judy Carne, who was famous during that time as the “Sock it to Me” girl on a television show called “Laugh-in”. It was Ginter that helped him get better and better gigs. Jim Sullivan began performing at prestigious venues such as the Lighthouse located in Redondo Beach and the Lindy Opera House. Still, it was the Raft that Jim Sullivan loved, and the Raft that loved Jim Sullivan. Every time he was scheduled to play at the Raft, the entire venue sold out, packing people in with standing room only. It was at the Raft that Jim made his connections with Lee Majors, Farrah Fawcett, and Vic Morrow. 

Los Angeles was treating Jim Sullivan well, but there was always higher places for him to go. Playing nightclubs, bars, and prestigious venues were fun, but like all aspiring rock and roll stars, Jim Sullivan wanted his music to be forever recorded on his own album. The problem was that recording an album cost money, and it wasn’t the kind of money that playing at bars was going to cover. 

In 1969, Jim and the friends that he had made in Los Angeles decided that it was time to get Jim the album he deserved. Jim and his friends, along with several investors that the managed to find through Jim’s Los Angeles connections, put together the money the would need to record Jim’s first album. 

The album itself was called U.F.O. Strangely enough, this album title would prove to be forever linked to Jim Sullivan’s name in more ways than one. The musical stylings found on U.F.O were a mix of folk, rock, and country. Many who have listened to the album said that U.F.O also had a distinctly spiritual style to it. To those who knew Jim, this wouldn’t come as a surprise. After all, Jim was known to believe deeply in mysticism, and he and his family were well-known fans of a man who claimed to be a spiritual healer by the name of Edgar Cayce.

Jim Sullivan, his managers, and his friends thought that the album was destined to be a hit, considering that he had musical talent from the Wrecking Crew as his instrumentals. Don Randi played keyboards, while Jimmy Bond played base, leaving Earl Palmer on drums. It was an ensemble that had everyone involved believing that U.F.O was going to blow up and give Jim the success that everyone believed he deserved for his talent. 

U.F.O was put out under the label “Monnie Records”, which was really just Jim and his friends. The label was named after the daughter of one of his friends who had put money in to help get it produced. One of Jim’s friends, Al Dobbs, did his best to tell everyone he could about Jim’s music. He worked in the acting world, though rarely did much more than hold cue-cards. Still, he called radio stations in Nashville that he had once worked at in order to try and get Jim’s music on the air. 

Barbara tried her best to him her husband succeed, too. With her job at Capitol Records, they thought that she might be able to help get the word out about U.F.O and Jim’s talent. In the end, Nik Vernet, who was the man in charge for all folk-rock genres at Capitol Records, ended up turning Jim down. Looking back now, one must wonder if everything would have turned out differently if Nik Vernet had given Jim Sullivan and his music the time of day. Would Jim Sullivan be living his golden years out as a well-loved American folk-singer, instead of a mystery that haunted his friends and family for decades to come?

After the completion of his first album, Jim continued his performances in clubs around Los Angeles, trying to combat the lack of success of his first album. His second album wasn’t released until 1972, which he self-titled ‘Jim Sullivan’. ‘Jim Sullivan’ came out on Playboy Records - the one and the same as the Playboy magazine and empire. Despite the big label this time, Jim Sullivan’s second album also showed a marked lack of success in terms of popularity. 

The lack of success for his music hit Jim Sullivan hard. He began drinking more and more, and his alcoholism began to put a strain on his marriage with Barbara. He wanted to find success, and when Jim Sullivan got wind of Kathie Doran working in Nashville as a singer and songwriter, he decided to follow suit. He packed up his bags and left Barbara and Charlie behind in order to see if he could find the same kind of success there that Kathie had found.

On March 4, in 1975, Jim Sullivan got in his car and started to make his way cross-country from Los Angeles to Nashville. What happened in between is impossible for anyone to know... because Jim Sullivan disappeared right out of thin air. On March 5th, Jim Sullivan was pulled over by a highway patrol and chastised about his driving. According to the policeman that had pulled Jim over, he had been swerving between the lanes of the road. The officer later stated that he believed that Jim had been tired from driving, and had insisted that he find someplace to pull over and stay the night. Instead of giving Jim a ticket, the office gave him the directions to a nearby hotel.

Afterward his run-in with the officer, Jim checked into a hotel in Santa Rosa, New Mexico, called La Mesa Motel. Everything after Jim checking into the hotel gets a little fuzzy. There are only a few accounts of what happened from those in Santa Rosa who were the last to see Jim Sullivan, alive or otherwise. Piecing together his last movements is guesswork at best, but reports and witnesses have managed to gather a vague timeline of events after Jim arrived in Santa Rosa. 

Some witnesses say that Jim didn’t actually sleep at the hotel, but rather went to the local store in town and bought some alcohol. Inside the hotel room, the bed was completely made and the hotel key had been left on the bedside table. Some of the locals in Santa Rosa had said they saw Jim driving around town. The next day, Jim Sullivan was reported to be seen a good 26 miles away from Santa Rosa on a ranch owned by a family named Genetti. 

According to local stories, Mrs. Genetti saw the headlights of Jim’s car from the window in her house. They were parked uncomfortably close to her property. The ranch itself was close to 20 or so miles outside of the nearest town. If anything, the ranch truly got as close to ‘the middle of nowhere’ as one might be able to get. After spotting the headlines, Mrs. Genetti drove down to Jim Sullivan’s car, accompanied by two of the workers she hired as ranch hands. Allegedly, Mrs. Genetti went down to see if there was a problem, and what she could do to get the mystery car and strangers off her property. 

As the local stories go, Mrs. Genetti asked if Jim Sullivan “had a problem”, to which Jim replied, “No, do you?” Other stories of what happened at the Genetti ranch differ, however. Some stories say that Jim Sullivan wandered right up to the Genetti’s front door and knocked, but that Mrs. Genetti only spoke Italian, so when Jim asked for help she couldn’t understand what he was saying. Some say that’s when Jim Sullivan wandered off. 

There’s only so much that can be known for certain when it comes to Jim Sullivan. What we do know, is that when asked by authorities, the family said that Jim was seen as having been walking away from the ranch, without his car. 

Jim Sullivan’s car was left, along with all of his money, clothes, his guitar, and a box of his records that hadn’t been sold. According to reports, the engine in Jim’s car was dead when the local authorities found it. This is probably why Jim had been so far out of town and had parked himself on the Genetti’s property. Jim had planned to make his way all the way to Nashville, hoping to strike out as a singer with Kathie Doran. There was no way that he would have left behind his guitar or his money. Those who knew Jim Sullivan said that he would never have left behind his guitar, even if he wanted to leave the rest of the world behind and disappear. 

Once it became aware that Jim Sullivan was missing, local authorities in Santa Rosa began to organize search parties. However, there seemed to be no trace of Jim. Eight miles away, in the nearby desert just west of Las Cruces, a body was found. It was discovered weeks after Jim’s disappearance, and at first, authorities assumed that the body must have belonged the Jim. Forensics and identification eventually ruled the body to be someone else. This meant that Jim Sullivan had disappeared, and there was no trace of him anywhere except for his car and all the things he had left behind. 

What happened to him? Where did he go? Strangely enough, many theories of Jim Sullivan’s disappearance hark back onto the lyrics found on his first album. The album, UFO, was named after a song he had written of the same title. Many of the songs on Jim’s first album had references to the desert, aliens, and being abducted by aliens. Some of the lyrics as follows:

I’m checkin’ out the show with a glassy eye

Looking at the sun dancing through the Sky

Did he come by UFO?

Some people who have listened to Jim’s music say that he sounded somewhat paranoid of the world around him. Of course, Jim’s rise through music began well into the 70s in Los Angeles, where drugs were part of the scene. Rather than possessing some knowledge of his future, it’s just as likely that Jim Sullivan became intrigued with UFOs, long desert highways, and abduction the old-fashioned way. 

Those who knew Jim alleged that his interest in UFOs was a longstanding one. In fact, it was an interest that he and his wife, Barbara, had in common. Jim and Barbara were fascinated by the idea of extraterrestrials, and the interest was enough to sneak its way into Jim’s music. Family and friends of the Sullivans believed that, of course, if any of them were to have an encounter of the third kind, it was only fitting that it should happen to Jim. 

On the other hand, many found it quite terrifying and strange that Jim Sullivan disappeared without a trace in the New Mexico desert, after the album UFO head so many references to hitchhikers, deserts, and extraterrestrials.  It led a lot of people to suggest that Jim’s disappearance was more than just drunkenly wandering out into the desert, or meeting his end at a spot of bad luck. Many people, decades after he first disappeared, began to wonder: was Jim Sullivan prophetic of his own abduction?

People began to ask: was Jim Sullivan abducted by aliens? 

Barbara Sullivan received a phone call from Jim after he checked into the hotel. According to Barbara, he informed her that he wasn’t going to be leaving the hotel until the following morning. Barbara asked him why, and Jim told her, “You wouldn’t believe me.” Barbara didn’t question him further, and eventually, the two ended their phone call. What was Jim Sullivan hiding from his wife that was keeping him from leaving his hotel until the next day? Certainly, aliens wouldn’t have been so kind as to allow him to call his wife before taking him away from the desert. Perhaps, Jim simply didn’t want his wife to know that he was delving even deeper into alcoholism, and he couldn’t leave until after he’d sobered up.

Of course, there’s no evidence of alien abduction. In fact, no one is even able to tell if there were any UFO sightings in New Mexico around the time of Jim’s disappearance. The fact that there was no body found in the surrounding desert has always fascinated the hundreds of people who became obsessively interested in the mysterious case of Jim Sullivan. 

Another theory surrounding Jim’s disappearance focuses in on the family that had complained about Jim’s VW Bug parked too close to their property. The Genetti family was rumored to have ties to the Mafia, or even a Chicago crime family. Of course, there wasn’t much substance to this rumor, other than the fact that they had an Italian surname. However, a few weeks after Jim Sullivan’s disappearance, the Genetti family did pack up and retire to Hawaii. Some people believe this is as good as admitting guilt, but there was never a formal investigation into the Genetti family, either to their supposed Mafia ties, or their involvement with Jim’s disappearance. 

However, the details surrounding Jim get even stranger than a missing body.

In March of 2017, an independent research allegedly made the attempt to add Jim Sullivan’s information into a database for missing people, NamUs. NamUs stands for National Missing and Unidentified Persons System. The website states that NamUs is a “national information clearinghouse”, as well as a “resource center” for missing person cases all around the United States. The way NamUs works, of course, is that the person in question must have already been reported missing to the authorities. 

When the researcher made an attempt to add Jim Sullivan to NamUs, it was discovered that there had never been a missing person case opened or filed for Jim Sullivan in either Santa Rosa County or New Mexico. Of course, that could be simply down to bad police work and lack of organization. But, the revelation was enough for Jim Sullivan’s loyal band of conspiracy theorists to start thinking up other causes for no one reporting him missing. 

While friends and family of Jim Sullivan don’t believe that he would have walked away from his life without his guitar, that seems to be one of the two options. Either Jim decided to start clean and fresh, leaving behind his wife and children, or he wandered into the desert and passed away. Either way, 2018 marks what would be, or would have been the 78th year of Jim Sullivan’s life. If he is out there, somewhere, does he know what a stir his disappearance has caused? 

More so, what exactly was it that caused Jim Sullivan’s story to come to light some thirty years after he had first disappeared? A Seattle-based label company, known as Light in the Attic, decided to do a re-release of Jim Sullivan’s album, UFO. Light in the Attic was dedicated to releasing albums and LPs that they believed didn’t get the attention they deserved back when they were first released. This often meant that the singer or band in question was unknown. In Jim Sullivan’s circumstance, his entire whereabouts were unknown. Reissuing labels is a tricky business, according to those who work with Light in the Attic, and by the time they’re even able to release the album, it might have been years since the process began. 

In 2008, a man by the name of John Rankin had posted on an online forum about Jim Sullivan. Back in the day, John Rankin had worked at Capitol Records, and his secretary had been none other than Barbara Sullivan. He was able to shed a little bit of light on Jim’s music career. Rankin claimed that he had attempted to get Jim signed by Capitol Records, but the label didn’t want him because he sounded similar to another artist they already had a contract with. After that, Rankin said that he left Capitol Records and played bass for Jim on their many exploits together around Los Angeles. 

Another poster, who had been informed by Rankin of the thread on the forum, who simply went by the name “Linda”, said that she was Jim Sullivan’s sister-in-law. She didn’t have much insight into Jim’s disappearance, but she said that Jim had taught her a little guitar while she was still in school and that he had been an “extraordinary” writer. She also said that it was due to seeing his music stolen that Jim Sullivan became withdrawn and depressed, turning to alcohol in order to cope with the feelings. 

The truth surrounding Jim Sullivan’s disappearance will always be murky, at best. There’s only so much that witness statements and police records from over 30 years ago can put together. Whether Jim Sullivan died of exposure in the desert, ran away from his family to start a new life somewhere, or was abducted by aliens, only one thing about Jim is for certain: his disappearance has amassed an almost cult-like following in online music circles. Jim’s music finally got the recognition that it deserved when it first came out. Unfortunately, it was only after Jim was no longer around to reap the benefits of his success. 

Jim’s music and the mystery surrounding his sudden departure has astounded and intrigued hundreds for decades. It certainly will continue to fascinate hundreds of more every time someone knew learns about Jim’s disappearance. If Jim Sullivan is out there, somewhere whether that be Nashville, San Diego, or the Cosmos, hopefully, he knows that his music is being adored by his most loyal fans. 
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JAMIE FOSTER 

Rhonda Johnson and Sharon Shaw were two teenage girls murdered in 1971. But despite having had their lives taken so long ago, their case is still not satisfactorily solved. It’s a story that involves not just two girls being murdered so young, but a potentially innocent man imprisoned for over twenty years, a corrupt police force, a serial killer, and perhaps the wider context of the Texas Killing Fields murders.

The story of the twists and turns involved in finding justice for the two girls continues on until today. Michael Lloyd Self, the man who some believe to have been wrongly imprisoned for the murder of the two girls, has since died in prison of cancer. Because of his passing, and the difficulty that investigators have found in unearthing new evidence, it seemed unlikely that the full story will ever come out.

But not long ago, a revelation and a startling confession have brought Johnson and Shaw’s murders back into the limelight. Perhaps, at last, their families can discover the truth of their real killers.

Who were Rhonda Renee Johnson and Sharon Shaw?

Sharon Lynn Shaw was born in Mobile, Alabama to Hoyt Shaw and Mary Ann Collins on August 11th, 1957. Rhonda was born in Houston, Texas to Charles Johnson Sr. and Betty Huey on December 16th, 1956. Not much is known of their early lives, although by 1971 they were living next to one another in Webster, Texas, and were good friends. 

Both girls had finished with school
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