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WHAT 
HAPPENED 

TO 
CLAUDIO? 
The Life & Times of a Curious Soul

On a spring afternoon in 1971 a homeless American arrived at the 
gates of John Lennon’s Ascot home. 

  
He was looking for answers.  

  
This curious man was Curt Claudio. He and Lennon talked for a 

while until John invited him inside for something to eat. 
  

Within 10 years both their lives would be cut tragically short.  
  

This is the real story of Curt Claudio, the man, the myths and the 
Messiah. 

  

by Gavin Munro 



“Never regret thy fall, 
O Icarus of the fearless flight 
For the greatest tragedy of them all 
Is never to feel the burning light.”  

Oscar Wilde 



Preface 
Ever since I watched John Lennon's Imagine documentary in 1988 I’ve been 
fascinated by the ‘Claudio’ character in it. As a 15 year old boy, I watched the film 
over and over again.  The meeting of Lennon and 'Claudio' soon became my favourite 
scene. 
  
I didn’t know much about psychedelics, so my naivety filtered away any notion that 
this guy was just a ‘tripping hippie’. I saw someone who was lost and searching for 
answers or maybe someone that needed reassurance. In Lennon I saw a 
compassionate, if not a frustrated man but I found it enchanting that he would engage 
in a deep conversation with someone who just turned up at his door. 

Through the years this curiosity didn’t wane. I bought a house, travelled the world, 
got married and from time to time I’d rewatch the scene and think to myself ‘What 
happened to Claudio’? 

When the internet arrived a number of stories emerged about the wellbeing and 
whereabouts of this man and in recent years the deluge of podcasts about Lennon 
seemed to mention Curt’s name at every turn. But there was no definitive story out 
there of any value.  

This year I decided to research this mystery and write his story. 

Over the last few months I've worked on this self-funded passion project. From the 
humble beginnings of trying to contact all of Curt’s friends and family, through to 
accident reports, high school yearbooks and tracking down Holy Roller churches. 
There have been times when I could easily have given up.  
  
Through all these trials and tribulations one thing has kept me laser focused on 
getting this story out there. Curt. My mantra has been ‘let the truth be his legacy’. 
I’ve been greatly encouraged and supported by the Claudio family and Curt’s friends 
& girlfriends. I've also had incredible help from Lennon’s Tittenhurst Park staff and 
some of the most informed Beatles commentators around today to which I feel 
grateful for.  

This story will examine the curious life and times of Curt Claudio and how his life 
paralleled Lennon’s in many ways. It will also look at the world that Curt was born 
into in northern California, the extraordinary events of the late-sixties through to the 
mellowing times of the early eighties. From Curt’s privileged beginnings and 



promising high school start, to him being hailed as the Messiah, visiting his musical 
idol and the untimely nature of his death. 

2021 will be the 40th anniversary of Curt’s fatal accident and the 50th anniversary of 
the time he met John Lennon. Enough time has passed for many of closest friends 
and family to talk with great candour about the man they knew. 

I'm hoping that when you’ve read this story you’ll have learned some new things, not 
only about the life and times of Lennon and Claudio but also about the human spirit 
and the troublesome nature of a gifted mind. 
  
The following account contains never-before-seen videos, photos and recollections of 
everyone involved. It’s the definitive story of Curt Claudio, the one that he deserves 
and the one that he earned. 

Gavin Munro 
writer, researcher, filmmaker 
  
June 2021 



Introduction
By Ray Connolly 

Until now Curt Claudio has been a mystery man, known only to the wider world for 
being the strange young American who turned up at John Lennon’s Tittenhurst Park 
estate in England’s Berkshire – and was filmed doing so.
 
As we all know, fans pursued the Beatles, finally tragically in Lennon’s case, but John 
was so intrigued by this obsessive boy that he met him and stood at his door while a 
film crew recorded the exchange.
 
It was a walk-on part, and Lennon would remember him as just another "mad fan". 
But who was Curt Claudio, where did he come from and what happened to him?
 
Millions of viewers have now seen the encounter with Lennon in the film Imagine 
and asked themselves the same questions. And now, after years of enquiry, British 
artist Gavin Munro has come up with some of the answers in this sad little story,  this 
fragment of time that in so many ways defines its moment.

Ray Connolly, October 2021
Best selling author of Being John Lennon 
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Introduction
By Gavin Munro 

On a spring afternoon in 1971 a confused and homeless American arrived at the gates 
of Tittenhurst Park, John Lennon’s Ascot home. He was looking for answers. He’d 
travelled more than 4,000 miles to meet his hero. This curious man’s name was Curt 
Claudio. 
  
Quite by chance, John Lennon was starting to record his Imagine album, a record 
which would go on to sell 21 million copies. The title track would become a global 
anthem for those disenfranchised by traditional belief systems. Curt was one of these. 
  
Whilst only 21 miles away from London Tittenhurst Park provided the Lennons with 
a sanctuary from the baying press and persistent fans. In order to create his 
masterpiece Lennon would need serenity, and his country home would be perfect. 
  
The 240 year old Georgian mansion was a self contained multi-media centre. 
Specially equipped with a recording studio, photographic darkroom and a camera 
team on hand to record the making of the album. It was this camera team that 
captured one of the strangest meetings between a fan and their muse in film history.  

This was no regular fan/star exchange- no autographs were asked for and there wasn't 
any gushing praise from the follower. This was more a meeting of minds, and this 
disheveled man was looking for answers. 
  
From when the cameras started rolling, in just a few short minutes he and John talked 
profoundly about Lennon’s lyrics,  new beginnings, the importance of giving up the 
past and the universal meaning of music until finally John invited him inside for 
something to eat. Curt left soon afterwards. 
  
Within 10 years both of their lives would be cut tragically short.  
  
Throughout the decades Curt’s life has become a mystery with myths and rumours 
being attached to the image of this hobo traveller, until now.  
  



This story tells of the curious life and times of Curt Claudio. Some may view this as a 
tragic story of misadventure, many as a journey of enlightenment and others as a 
cautionary tale .  However you view it, these are the facts, revealed for the first time 
about the man that met John Lennon on that spring day in 1971.  
  
This is the real story of Curt Claudio, the man, the myths and the Messiah. 



1 - Curt's Childhood 
  

Curt Claudio was born a long way from Ascot in Alameda County, California on the 
west coast of America. His grandparents were Italian immigrants who moved to the 
US around 1910, eventually settling in San Francisco becoming naturalised citizens. 
His father Cesare was born in 1914 in Victoria, British Columbia.
 
Curt’s parents, Cesare & Martha were both musical. Like his father before him 
Cesare was a classically trained musician and achieved great success in playing the 
cello, winning a scholarship to study at the St Cecilia Academy in Rome just before 
the second world war.
 
All that changed in 1938. The growing unrest in Europe forced Cesare to leave Italy 
and abandon his studies, so he returned home and earned a seat in the San Francisco 
Symphony Orchestra.
 
He was soon drafted into the army and served in North Africa. On discharge from the 
military he went back to the Sunshine State, returning to the position of cellist in the 
symphony orchestra. In 1946 Cesare enrolled into University of California at 
Berkeley where he would meet fellow student Martha Curtis

Cesare and Martha Claudio practicing at UC Berkley 

Photo Courtesy of the Claudio Family Archive

 



Martha and Cesare married in 1946 
and in the first few years of 
marriage the couple had 2 children, 
Ernest and Cesare. Cesare Curtis 
Claudio was born on the 28th 
August 1948, just three years after 
the end of the second world war.
Cesare' was a difficult name for a 
child, no matter how it was 
pronounced, so he always went by 
Curt.

Curt was brought up in Fremont, 
California through the 1950s and 
60s, the younger brother of Ernie 
and the older brother of Dayton, 
Victor and sister Antonia (Toni).
 
Dayton recalls some early 
childhood memories:
'He was real fun loving and 
mischievous and always had a glint 

in his eye and a smile on his face.'
Photo of Curt Claudio
Courtesy of the Claudio Family Archive

In 1953, as John Lennon began his secondary education at Quarrybank High School 
in Liverpool, Curt started at Fremont Elementary School. His friend Bill 1212
Ledgewood describes the Curt he knew:
 
‘Curtis was easy going.  I don't ever remember him having major issues with anyone. 
As with most of the males in the 50s & 60's, we were all into sports.  Every recess, 
and lunch period, we were playing football, basketball or baseball’
 
Catholicism was a strong factor in Curt’s early life. With his Italian heritage father 
Cesare brought Curt up within the strict catholic code.



 
Bill explains how religious studies would interplay 
with the young students
‘The majority of this region of Northern California 
was highly populated with Spanish/Mexican and 
Portuguese families.  They were almost all of the 
Catholic faith.  Many of our classmates would 
routinely be excused from class to attend catechism*.’
 
*A catechism ("to teach orally") is a summary or 
exposition of doctrine and serves as a learning 
introduction to the Sacraments traditionally used in 
catechesis, or Christian religious teaching of children 
and adult converts.

Curt (top right) and his school friends at Fremont Elementary 1958 (aged 10)

Photo courtesy of Bill Ledgewood



Outside the confines of school Curt began his fascination in flight.
His younger brother Dayton remembers how Curt's early obsession manifested itself 

and the effect it had on him.

'He was interested in model airplanes, they were called free flights, before remote 
control came along. We’d go into the fields of Fremont.

 
You'd put gas into the engine which would power the plane for a few minutes, and try 

and throw it as high as you could so when the  engine cut out and it’d glide down. 
 

Curt would try and get it to fly for as long as he could. One time he threw it and the 
plane caught a thermal and we ran through the field after it and all of a sudden it flew 

right out of sight and we lost it, but Curt was delighted!
It was a successful flight because it’d flown away.'

CLICK TO WATCH CURT’S BROTHER TALK OF HIS LOVE OF FLIGHT AND 
FREEDOM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SOE5Iqe7PU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SOE5Iqe7PU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7SOE5Iqe7PU


2 - High School & College Days 
At the age of 12 his parents Cesare and Martha got divorced. Cesare moved out of the 
family home in Gina Street now home to Martha, Ernie, Curt, Dayton and Toni. Curt 
had a difficult relationship with his father. 
  
As with a lot of father and son dynamics the relationship became a battle of egos.  

In 1962, aged 14 Curt started at Washington High School in Fremont, just a few 
blocks away from his home. 

His brother Dayton describes his high school years 
'He was pretty much a straight A student, he didn’t have to try too hard, popular with 
the girls. Before he left the house to go to school he’d be smiling all the time, he had 
a great sense of humour and just enjoyed having fun. He was a huge Beatles fan and 
had to have their latest records. He was also in a garage band around this time, he 
played the trumpet!' 
  
Curt was extremely fond of Martha and his brothers, his girlfriend said 
'The one constant in Curt's life was his love for his family. He was so proud of 
everyone, especially his Mom.' 
  
Three years later in his final year of high school, he switched to the newly opened 
Kennedy High to finish his studies. He excelled and was one of the top 20 students in 
his grade. His future was looking bright, but things were about to change. 

 
Photos courtesy of Washington & Kennedy High School Yearbooks 

  



A shift in his behaviour started when Curt earned a scholarship to study pre-Law at 
the University of California in Davis in September 1966. According to a college 
friend he hated it and around this time his mind started to wander. 

Dayton explains  
'Drugs were everywhere, when I was in middle school there were kids there that were 
doing serious drugs. Acid was the big thing, I know Curt got into that and other 
psychedelics back then were pretty heavy duty." 
  
Dayton noticed a difference in Curt’s demeanour when visiting him at UC Davis 
`It was a big thing for me to see my big brother when he moved to college. But it was 
around the time he was using drugs and everything changed.' 
  
Mother Martha takes up the story  
'Curt was a good student with a pleasant, outgoing personality. He was enrolled at U. 
C. Davis when Timothy Leary came out with his endorsement of LSD, and the 
invitation to 'Tune In, Turn On, and Drop Out', which Curt did. You could say that 
this was the end of his life as a functioning human being.' 

VIDEO EXTRA
CLICK TO WATCH LENNON’S ASSISTANT TALK ABOUT THE EVOLUTION OF 

THE BEAT POETS
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m53Vnw_H4zc&t=196s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m53Vnw_H4zc&t=196s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m53Vnw_H4zc&t=196s


4 - Timothy Leary 
 I Put A Spell On You 

Timothy Leary had transfixed both Curt Claudio and John Lennon. 
  
Leary was an American  psychologist, writer and advocate of acid back in the late 
sixties. 
  
He seemed to legitimise and intellectualise LSD for the youth with his radical 
instructions ‘Turn on, tune in and drop out’. His teachings included the idea that 
people should take LSD to remove their ego, only then would they experience true 
spiritual revelations. Leary would regularly visit the colleges in California preaching 
his message and there's a high likelihood that Curt would've been present at one of 
his lectures.

Timothy Leary giving a lecture at a Californian college
Photo courtesy of Getty Images



  
Leary came from troubled beginnings. His father left home when he was 14 and his 
mother over compensated for the absence of his father by spoiling him. He’d attended 
Westpoint, one of the top military academies in America but had to resign after 
falling out with the powers-that-be. 
  
Aged 27 he went to study at University of California Berkeley in 1947 receiving a 
Phd in Clinical Psychology in 1950. He was at the university at the same time Curt’s 
parents were studying music theory. 

In 1955 he married his first wife Marianne and they had an open relationship. They 
had two children and she was feeling the strain of motherhood together with the 
complexities of a polyamorous relationship. One evening the couple had an 
argument, Marianne was heartbroken after finding out Leary was in love with one of 
his multiple partners. The next morning he woke up to a suicide note. He found 
Marianne dead in the garage of their home. According to friends this had a profound 
effect on his life. 
  
In 1963 he resigned as a psychology teacher at Harvard where he was performing 
experiments with LSD on himself, fellow teachers and students.  
  
Each time, in these moments in his life he danced with authority and then turned his 
back on it. He was about to take on the ultimate authority in his life, the US 
government.  
  
After he left the safety of the teaching institution he dropped the scientific studies into 
the effects of LSD in favour of dropping LSD and waxing lyrical to an only too 
interested youth movement that welcomed him with open arms.  

Leary advocated the ‘intelligent use of drugs,’ and rallied against the ‘thoughtless use 
of them’. He was a powerful speaker with provocative and controversial rhetoric. 

Leary’s trouble with the law began in 1965 while returning from a trip to Mexico 
with his girlfriend Rosemary and two children. He was caught in Texas in possession 
of a small amount of marijuana. He was sentenced to 30 years in prison and fined 
$30,000 (around $250,000 today). 
  
The authorities he’d taken on seemed now to be exacting their revenge. He appealed 
this sentence and it was overturned. In 1968 he was arrested again for possession of 
two ‘roaches’ of a marijuana joint. 
  



Timothy and Rosemary recording Give Peace a Chance with the Lennons at the Queen Elizabeth Hotel in Montreal On 1 June 1969

In 1970 he was convicted of this and sentenced to 10 years in prison with a further 10 
years added for the 1965 crime that had been overturned. They got him. Within a year 
of his sentence he’d escaped, smuggled out of the low security prison by a militant 
left wing organisation called The Weathermen. 
  
In 1971 he and girlfriend Rosemary fled to Switzerland. 
  
Once described by President Nixon as ‘the most dangerous man in America’ Leary 
had beat the system, for the time being.

VIDEO EXTRA
CLICK TO WATCH TIMOTHY LEARY EXPLAIN HIS STANCE ON LSD TO MERV 

GRIFFITHS
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hXBg3BVDVHM

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hXBg3BVDVHM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hXBg3BVDVHM


5 - Here Comes the Son 
The third angel sounded his trumpet,  

and a great star,  
blazing like a torch,  

fell from the sky  

From The Book of Revelations 8:10

It was at university in northern California in 1967 that Curt’s messianic tendencies 

began. One day he was playing his trumpet in a tree on campus when he was noticed 

by members of a local religious cult who were passing the extraordinary scene. 

 They remarked how much he looked like Jesus with his long hair and beard and 

declared him to be the 'Second Coming'.

A college friend takes up the story 

'They took him under their wing, housed him in the local church centre and treated 

him like the Messiah.'

This messianic complex never really left him. Curt's older brother Ernie has a 

different account of this period: 

'He dropped out of college and joined a Holy Roller* church. It was a good church, 

full of young people. Curt had a good relationship with our Heavenly Father.'

*A ‘Holy Roller’ is a member of an evangelical Christian group which expresses 
religious fervour by frenzied excitement or trances. 

VIDEO EXTRA
CLICK TO WATCH HOLY ROLLER DREAM SEQUENCE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I3PEUIkVY64
http://www.apple.com/uk


6 - Curt's Love of The Beatles
'Curt talked a lot about The Beatles' Dayton Claudio explains 'he was a huge fan, 
every time a new album came out he’d rush out to get it. I remember his excitement 
around the time of The White Album, he couldn’t wait to get his hands on it. He’d 
fixate on songs and particular lyrics in the songs.' 
  
His girlfriend said he was crazy about The Beatles 
'On our first date he asked “Who’s your favourite The Beatles or The Stones?` I said 
“The Stones”...I guess that was the wrong answer! He always felt like they were 
talking to him on a different level' 

As Curt got more heavily into acid he found more profound meanings in the songs. 
By the end of the sixties he seemed fixated on certain song lyrics by The Beatles. One 
of these tunes was Carry That Weight which appeared on the group's final Abbey 
Road album, recorded the year that the band split up. The second song was Dig A 
Pony from the ill-fated Let It Be album. He even interpreted Here Comes The Sun as 
Here Comes The Son as a song that described his divine arrival, as the 'son' of God 
on the earth. 

Beatles historian Mark Lewisohn made a salient point in a recent interview: 
' The Beatles didn't preach any message, and those who eventually read messages into 
their work were barking up the wrong tree. They were not message givers 
particularly, they were just writing for themselves. What they did was empower 
people, they empowered to think for themselves to express themselves differently' 
(Excerpt from documentary 'Meeting The Beatles In India’) 



7- Curt’s Wilderness Years 
After  dropping out of college in 1968 Curt adopted a vagabond lifestyle He travelled 
around the state doing odd jobs and went from college student into ‘serious hippy’. 
  
His mother lived on Coelho Street in Fremont and father Cesare lived a block away, 
Curt used this home as his mailing address and would visit from time to time but he 
was mostly couch surfing around friends with his new found bohemian lifestyle. 
Dayton was staying with his father at this point.  
  
Curt still had the impression that he was the resurrection, sometimes it would 
manifest itself in harmless ways, others were more destructive. 
  
At the family home he’d joke around, anytime anyone randomly exclaimed ‘Jesus 
Christ!’ he’d answer ‘Yes?’ 
  
His younger brother Dayton explains Curt’s impulsive personality 

  
‘Curt was an all or nothing kind of 
guy, if there was something worth 
doing it was worth throwing 
everything into it. "He was hedonistic 
in a sense but would always have a 
big smile and that look in his eye that 
was like “I got this!” In the summer of 
1969 Curt decided to do what any 
good prophet would, and set out for 
the foothills of San Jose to spend forty 
days and forty nights in solitude. The 
hope was that by living on the land 
with limited supplies and comforts he 
would encounter some kind of 
revelation. 
  

According to Christians, the number 40 
features regularly in the Bible. It's a symbolic number that represents hardship. In the 
Noah’s Ark story, it’s said that God destroyed the earth with water by making it rain 
for forty days and forty nights (Genesis 7:12). After Moses killed the Egyptians he 
fled to Midian where he spent 40 years in the desert (Acts 7:30). Moses was on 
Mount Sinai for ‘forty days and forty nights’(Exodus 24:18). 



  
It’s thought that Curt’s intentions were to relive the story from this section of the 
Bible to prove to himself he was a Messiah: 
  
Matthew 4:1-11 
At that time Jesus was led by the Spirit into the desert to be tempted by the devil. He 
fasted for forty days and forty nights and afterwards was hungry. The tempter 
approached and said to him, 'If you are the Son of God, command that these stones 
become loaves of bread.’ 
  
The parable was about resisting temptation and  fasting in order to have some 
spiritual awakening. 
  
Curt later told his older brother Ernie about an experience he’d had on this trip 
‘He told me that he wanted to do the same thing Jesus did, when Jesus went into the 
wilderness and fasted for 40 days and 40 nights, Matthew 4:2.  Curt said on the tenth 
night, he saw two green eyes in the darkness. 

He decided to follow the two green eyes, leaving behind his sleeping bag.  Curt came 
out of the wilderness three days later.’ 
  
At 21 years old Curt was 6ft tall and 160lbs. Dayton recalls a visible difference in 
Curt’s appearance one time he returned to Fremont. 
  
'When he came back he must’ve weighed 100lbs. He’d been hiking in the mountains 
probably doing drugs and in search of something. When he came back he said he’d 
had visions..... and he was emaciated.' 
  
An alternative explanation to a divine intervention would be Curt’s physical and 
mental condition after so many days. Most hallucinations are the result of a chemical 
imbalance in the body. Drugs, alcohol and lack of sleep are common causes. 

  
Ernie describes seeing his younger brother’s physical appearance  

‘I too noticed a change in Curt, when he dropped to 100 pounds. Shortly after Curt’s 
return to civilization, he called me, to inform me that he was on his way to our Dad’s 
house, in Milpitas.  I will never forget the drive up to my Dad’s house that day.  As I 
was driving approaching the house, I watched Curt get out of his pickup truck and



walk across the street.  I remember thinking Curt’s head was really big but in fact his 
body had shrunk so much from weight loss, that it caused his head to look larger than 
normal.’

Photo reconstruction courtesy of Mojo Designs

Martha explains 'During his acid trips he said he had seen God, so I guess it was 
natural for him to consider himself Jesus Christ incarnate.' 
  
As his family despaired about Curt's drug taking he was making plans to cross the 
ocean to confront his idols. 

Curt would later tell how he contacted the Rolling Stone pretending to be a journalist 
in order to get Lennon’s UK address. 



8 - The Lennons in the Early 
Seventies 

Unlike Paul McCartney, Lennon sometimes wrote songs directly talking to his fans. 
Many of his songs were conversational pieces that invited the listener in. Strawberry 
Fields famously starts with the request 'Let me take you down, cos I'm going to...' His 
1967 song I am The Walrus told you that 'I am, he is, you are, he is, you are me and 
we are all together', almost in a way that he was bringing you into a conversation with 
multiple people. When McCartney wrote from the first person he tended to ignore the 
listener in favour of the subject of his affection. The singer tells you in Here There 
And Everywhere that 'I want her everywhere and if she's beside me I know I need 
never care'. Lennon's technique of reaching through the speakers and making the 
listener feel empowered, engaged and part of his world. 
  
In the song Glass Onion John takes this idea even further. Knowing that many 
'superfans' misinterpreted his lyrics he teases the listener alleging ‘I told you about' 
Strawberry Fields, you know the place where nothing is real, well here’s another clue 
for you all, the walrus was Paul’. This sonic 'breaking of the third wall' would appear 
in its most direct and cutting way in Lennon’s first post Beatles solo album. 
  
The song 'God' from The Plastic Ono Band album of 1970 is a collection of song 
ideas stitched together. The song starts with the line ‘God is a concept by which we 
measure our pain’ a phrase that Lennon had come up with while trying to understand 
a theory put to him by Primal Scream therapist Arthur Janov. 
  
The most interesting line here to Lennon fans comes towards the end of the song. Just 
before this Lennon lists all the things he's studied and disavowed, each line beginning 
with 'I don't believe in...' sang with a pleading authenticity which makes the listener 
pay attention. From Jesus, Elvis, Kennedy, Buddha, Kings and even Beatles'.  He tells 
his faithful followers that ‘I was the dreamweaver but now I'm reborn’  followed by ‘I 
was the walrus but now I'm John’. In the next line he even suggests in a friendlier 
tone that the listening cohort should ‘just carry on’. Suggesting to them not to follow 
him but to find their own way. 
  
The ending evokes the stark relative as John teaches for his falsetto voice for the 
killer blow ‘ the dream is over’.   
  
This was a direct message to fans like Curt. It seems he wasn’t listening. 



VIDEO EXTRA
CLICK TO HEAR A RECONSTRUCTION OF THE AUDIO 

MESSAGE CURT SENT TO JOHN

In May 1971 John and Yoko were breathing a collective sigh of relief, it had been a 
rough couple of  months for the Lennons. 

In April they had been accused of kidnapping Yoko’s daughter from her father and 
questioned by police in Majorca.  
  
That same month the final dissolution of The Beatles business was announced, 
George and Ringo had sided with John against Paul in their legal disputes. As of yet, 
they'd managed to keep this fighting out of the public eye but soon their grievances 
would be committed to vinyl. 

The conventional wisdom about Lennon and McCartney's relationship was that it was 
fractured throughout the 1970s up until Lennon's death in 1980, this isn't true. By 
1972 the public scrapping between them had stopped and in March 1974 they both 
were jamming again, albeit with a room full of awe-struck musicians while John was 
producing Harry Nillson's album Pussy Cats. But in May 1971 it can be argued that 
John and Paul's relationship was at an all time low.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6AdKG4G12BI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6AdKG4G12BI


On the 17th May, John’s one time time collaborator and now songwriting rival was to 
lay a few killer punches into his former partner. On that day May Paul McCartney 
released his 2nd solo album Ram.  When Lennon heard the album he found many 
references on it that he perceived as personal attacks on him. The opening song starts 
with lyrics that seem to criticise the The Beatles business practices and decisions by 
committee 
  
‘Too many people preaching practices' Then the tone of the song seems to switch to 
Lennon...'That was your first mistake, you took your lucky break and broke it in two.’ 
  
Lennon even objected to the cover art which showed ‘Two beetles, screwing each 
other.’ 
  
Perhaps the Lennons were overreacting to the content of Paul’s new album. On first 
appearance the record seemed like  just another jaunty McCartney offering with a few 
direct pokes at his former band members, but knowing John as a reactionary, insecure 
and often overly defensive character his response was predictable. Lennon was about 
to go on the attack. 

Almost immediately John started to write the song How Do You Sleep? which tore 
into McCartney and left very little to the imagination. 

VIDEO EXTRA
CLICK TO HEAR LENNON’S ASSISTANT TALK ABOUT THE RIVALRY 

BETWEEN JOHN AND PAUL IN THE 1970S 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8Crk4Nl88o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8Crk4Nl88o


9 -  Curt's Trip to Britain 
All I want is the truth 

Curt Claudio arrived at Gatwick airport on the 18th May after a 15 hour flight from 
his native California. 
  
Many people have asked 'If this guy was a homeless American how did afford to fly 
all the way from California?'. Thanks to a British businessman called Freddie Laker 
prices for transatlantic flights had recently been slashed to almost a quarter of the 
price. 
  
The ticket would be probably a month's work for Curt, and in his eyes it was a 
pilgrimage so he’d have been focused on saving for that. 

John knew Claudio's intentions a long time before he turned up 
‘I had this guy called Claudio who had been sending telegrams for 9 months to 
England saying ‘I’m coming, I’m coming and I’ll only have to look in your eyes and 
I’ll know.' 

Lennon’s staff had prior notice of this man’s mission, as Dan Richter, Lennon’s 
personal assistant remembers : 
"Weeks before we received a [audio] telegram to John Lennon, I would review the 
mail every morning before presenting them to John and Yoko. This telegram said 
something like "Hi, I need to look in your eyes, I’ll see you soon, Claudio". 
  
We could tell from the postmark that it came from the San Francisco area. These 
telegrams kept arriving from Claudio. People would tell me "Don’t worry, he’ll never 
come all that way" but from the second or third telegram I remember thinking ‘We’re 
going to find out who Claudio is." 
  
Richter was under the impression that Claudio was a veteran of the Vietnam War with 
PTSD who was in a VA hospital and was about to be released ‘That was the story’ 
recalls Richter ‘and lo and behold about a week later, there was Claudio..’ 

Diana Robertson, John & Yoko’s secretary remembers Curt had a special aura: 
‘Claudio would just appear out of a hedge sometimes. He looked rough but incredibly 
beautiful. There was something about him that was amazing. I think he was harmless 
really, but to begin with people didn’t want to have anything to do with him and 
didn’t want him around.  



The first time Curt turned up at Tittenhurst Park the local police turned up and 
suggested they take him back to London. Dan Richter recalls 
"So I went up to him and said "You can’t really stay here". The thing about John 
[Lennon] was that he really cared about people, and he really didn’t want anything 
bad to happen to Claudio. When the police took him into London John was concerned 
for his safety, ‘He said please don’t hurt him'. 

Lennon’s home was in Ascot, only 30 or so miles from London. Richter continues the 
story 
’The police told us that once they’d took him to London they’d dropped him off at a 
train station and I thought “Oh he’s going to be back”. He eventually made his way 
back to the gate and we didn’t know what to do with him. At the same time as this 
was happening we were making Imagine.’  
  
Imagine was the 2nd solo album of Lennon’s and the recording process at Tittenhurst 
Park was being filmed for a possible future project.  
  
It was looking like the police would’ve arrested Claudio for a second time. Dan had 
an idea to appease both sides, Claudio was desperate to meet Lennon and the 
Lennon’s, believing he was a shell-shocked war veteran wanted to meet a victim of 
the Vietnam conflict.  
  
'I said to John and Yoko, he says he wants to look in your eyes…why don’t we let 
him look in your eyes?' 



  
There were obvious concerns about the safety of of the most famous couples in the 
world which Dan addressed 'I told John and Yoko we’ve got a lot of people here and 
I’ll stand between you case he has a knife or a gun, we won’t let him hurt you'. 
  
 John and Yoko thought about the proposal for a while and said "Yes, and we could 
film it".' 
  
Dan defends the decision to film the encounter 'It wasn’t exploitative on their part 
because they were filming their life. So we got a film crew there and we had some 
people walk him up from the gate and you can see what happened in the film.' 
  
John, Yoko and Dan can be seen on the driveway, Lennon and Yoko in the doorway 
of Tittenhurst Park and Dan standing between them and Claudio. 
  
John and Claudio talked about the meanings behind John’s songs. Claudio was 
inquisitive about the messages the songs were sending out and how he intended them 
to be received.  

Too engrossed in the conversation Curt didn't notice the cameraman and sound 
engineer scurrying around, capturing the moment. He wouldn't have known that this 
meeting would be included in the final Imagine film. 
 



10 - The Meeting 

CLICK HERE TO WATCH THE MEETING AT TITTENHURST PARK
One thing is for sure, the meeting had a profound effect on everyone involved. 
  
Dan saw the meeting as a display of Lennon’s compassion: 
'John had great empathy, which is, if you think about it, can be very painful.' 
  
Dayton Claudio: 
'The thing I remember about Curt is that he wasn’t a ‘follower’, there was no way 
he’d be joining a cult. 
  
He was confident, independent and no matter what he was doing like joining a garage 
band or taking drugs he always had the intelligence about him that made me feel he 
was in control. 

When I saw the video of the meeting with Lennon years later I thought he was in a 
different place, I didn’t recognise him. It just wasn’t him. 
  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=99fXJ8nSR1M&t=185s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=99fXJ8nSR1M&t=185s


I liked the fact that Lennon gave Curt something to eat and I can understand his 
apprehension about meeting some random stranger, especially knowing what 
happened to Lennon later. 
  
I thought it was big-hearted of John to let a stranger in and talk to him. I’d seen him 
in weird states, but that Curt in the video was the most far out I’d ever seen him. 
  
It looks like he’s coming down from something and/or not eating and he’d been 
traveling, but I’d never seen him look so forlorn.' 

Yoko said that John knew Curt was a good soul: 
‘He was no dummy, he was a spiritual person. Claudio was communicating to John 
on a higher level. It’s no bad thing, it’s a good thing actually. 
We knew he was a spirit and that’s why we invited him in to have lunch with us. The 
food did it though. It calmed him down. I don’t think we heard from him again.’ 

Curt's older brother Ernie said that the meeting left Curt with a bitter taste in his 
mouth... 
  
'When Curt returned home, in California, he was upset with John. He felt like John 
had deceived him. 
  
Curt was convinced the Beatles were calling him to England, through their music. 
Curt was using drugs, and the drugs were causing him to think strangely. 
But he did say John treated him well, and even let him play in his music room.' 

John would later say of the meeting: 
'He looked in my eyes and he didn’t get any answer. He thought the whole thing was 
about him and I said "No, it’s about me, it might strike a corresponding chord in your 
experience because we all have similar experiences but it’s basically about me and if 
it’s not about me it’s about Yoko". I said "You’d better get on and live your own life, 
you’re wasting your time trying to live mine." 

Curt left Tittenhurst Park around 6pm, the same day he arrived. An hour later 
Lennon's entourage of musicians started to arrive for the evening recording session. 
Former Beatle George turned up at around 7:30pm, making the half an hour drive 
from his estate at Friar Park to John’s mansion. George would be providing slide 
guitar to the track How Do You Sleep that same night. 
  
As Curt departed one Beatles’s residence he had his sights fixed on another….535 
miles north. 



Footnote: 
Years later Curt would tell friends that he also visited Paul at his Campbelltown farm 
on the Mull of Kintyre. One friend said that Curt had told him he arrived on Paul's 
land and lay in a field with the sheep.  

After a while Paul came out and invited him in to meet the family and have some well 
needed food and drink. Curt said Linda was quite wary of him, which would be 
consistant as in May 1971 she was pregnant with Stella McCartney. 

At the time of publishing this we cannot confirm this story is true. We've reached out 
to Paul McCartney, but as of this time haven't heard back.  



11 - The Dick Cavett Show
Many people are convinced that Curt appeared with Lennon a second time, asking 
him a question on The Dick Cavett Show, but how much truth is there in this claim? 
  
John & Yoko went onto the Dick Cavett Show on September 8th 1971 to premier the 
film for the song Imagine and promote Yoko’s album Fly and showcase various other 
projects they were working on.  
  
The footage shows a long haired young man standing in the audience and asking 
Lennon what he meant by the line in the song Revolution by The Beatles 
  
'If you go carrying pictures of Chairman Mao, you ain't gonna make it with anyone 
anyhow’. Lennon answered that it was a quick line that he’d thought of in the studio 
and it was meant to represent 'not following iconography.' 
  
The audience member does look a little like Curt with his good looks and tousled 
hair.  He was asking a question about Lennon’s lyrics as Curt did, but that’s where the 
similarities end. 
  
The man on the Cavett show has a different accent (more harsh east coast compared 
to Curt’s softer west coast Californian accent) and when comparing the images 
together, their facial features differ significantly. 

Curt's younger brother, Dayton finally lays this myth to rest 
  
'I saw the clip recently and It's clearly not him, the Cavett Show was filmed in New 
York anyway and Curt would've been on the west coast at that time.’

CLICK TO WATCH THIS DICK CAVETT CLIP

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Ej3h02KPLU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Ej3h02KPLU


12 - Curt & The Vietnam War 
I Don't Wanna Be A Soldier Mama 

The American involvement in Vietnam started when Curt was 7 years old. What 
began as a proxy war would turn into a bloodbath. The civil war had started off when 
the French colonists had retreated from Vietnam back in 1953. The French forces had 
been defeated by the communist backed Viet Minh (disparagingly known as the Viet 
Cong) who wanted an independent Vietnam, free from the foreign rule.  

  
The country was now divided between 2 ideologies. In N. Vietnam were the  
communist guerrilla army backed by Russia and China and in the south were the 
Vietnam state military,  the North Vietnamese Army (NVA). With the departure of the 
French the vacuum was filled by the Americans in 1954. They provided financial and 
military equipment  assistance to the NVA to fight the Viet Cong.

At the start of the Cold War the American government and its allies had seen how 
Russia had annexed many of Europe’s eastern states and created the USSR. They saw 
this as a global risk to democratic values. When the same ideology started to spread 
in South East Asia (or Indo-China as it was known) they felt they had to act. The 
intervention by the Americans in the Vietnam Civil War changed the dynamic of the 



conflict into a proxy-war, a war of ideologies between the east and the west and one 
which would ultimately destroy millions of lives , after which Vietnam and American 
would never fully recover.  

  
In 1962 the newly elected President Kennedy brought in policies that would increase 
the amount of American military advisors sent to Vietnam from 1,000 to 23,000 over 
the next 2 years. No US troops were yet on Vietnamese soil.  
  
Kennedy told news anchor, Walter Kronkite that he didn’t believe the war could be 
won without the popular support of the South Vietnamese people, who were 
becoming increasingly disenfranchised against 
their leader President Ngô Đình Diệm.

The US cut financial aid to Diệm to force him to 
muster support of his people and engage with the 
Viet Cong ‘This is their war’ Kennedy said. In a 
desperate attempt to motivate the leader into 
cooperation, America cut the funding to Diệm’s 
private army. 
  

Above: President Dwight D. Eisenhower welcomes President Ngo Dinh Diem to the United States in May 1957



On 2nd November 1963 Diem and his 
brother were taken at gunpoint, bundled 
into an armoured car and shot dead in a 
military coup. The American 
government had been complicit in the 
overthrow of Diệm, twenty days later 
America would experience a nightmare 
at home that would shake it to its very 
foundations.

 Above: President Ngo Dinh Diem was killed in a military coup 

On November 22nd 1963 America would assassinate its first president in 60 years. 
Not since William McKinley in 1901 had a sitting president been murdered and 
Kennedy’s killing in Dallas, Texas was seen by the entire world. This had a profound 
effect on the American psyche. Some say it jaded an American public against foreign 
involvement, wanting instead to focus their efforts and resources on domestic issues 
of equality and security. The government chose to do the opposite. 
  
After the controversial ‘Gulf of Tonkin’ incident in 1964 Kennedy’s successor, 
Lyndon B Johnson decided to change course on the policy of his predecessor and 
send US troops into Vietnam. By 1967 184,000 American soldiers were fighting the 
northern Vietnamese, by the end of that year 20,000 of those troops would be sent 
home in body bags. Californian battalions suffered more deaths than any other state. 

By 1968 half a million US troops were stationed in Vietnam, most fighting the 
‘unwinnable’ war on their enemy’s terrain. This was the first war where the American 
media could transmit daily news of the horrific conditions that their soldiers were 
fighting under.  
  
The American people were learning new phrases like ‘Free fire zones’ which were 
areas the military designated as open, where anything that moved was fair game to 
automatic fire from US helicopters. ‘Kill death’ ratios were figures the US 
government would use to try to bolster public support, number of  'Viet Cong kills vs 
US troop deaths'. The figures the government seemed comfortable with were 1 US 
troop death for every 10 enemy soldiers killed. To a fatigued American public these 
statistics and strategies sounded barbaric.  
  



There was now a growing disconnect between American public opinion and their 
government’s foreign policy. Things had to change. 
  
Back in London, The Beatles were starting to become more vocal about the American 
intervention in Vietnam. Paul McCartney claims he first became aware of the conflict 
from talking to philosopher Bertrand Russell. Russell lived close to McCartney and 
one day Paul decided to knock on his door for a chat. 
  
'He just clued me in to the fact that Vietnam was a very bad war, it was an 
imperialistic war and American vested interests were really all it was all about. It was 
a bad war and we should be against it. That was all. It was pretty good from the 
mouth of the great philosopher.' 
From Many Years From Now, Barry Miles & Paul McCartney 
  
McCartney reported his experience to the other members of the Beatles, and it was 
John Lennon who really took the anti-war message and ran with it. 
  
From 1968 to 1971 Lennon went from casual observer to a leader of the anti-war 
movement in the US. It started with a simple song, not only  about the conflict but 
also the reaction of the counter-culture who were using the war in a way to bring 
about change domestically.

Above: Lennon, as he speaks at a peace rally in New York Bryant Park on April 22, 1972.

  



In 1970 he told Rolling Stone magazine that he was frustrated at being gagged in The 
Beatles and wanted that to end: 
  
'I wanted to put out what I felt about revolution. I thought it was time we fucking 
spoke about it, the same as I thought it was about time we stopped not answering 
about the Vietnamese war when we were on tour with Brian Epstein and had to tell 
him, ‘We’re going to talk about the war this time, and we’re not going to just waffle.’ 
I wanted to say what I thought about revolution. 

I had been thinking about it up in the hills in India. I still had this ‘God will save us’ 
feeling about it, that it’s going to be all right. That’s why I did it: I wanted to talk, I 
wanted to say my piece about revolution. I wanted to tell you, or whoever listens, to 
communicate, to say ‘What do you say? This is what I say.’ 
The song Revolution began a new phase in Lennon’s songwriting, he was adding 
feathers to his bow. He’d evolved from simple love songs through more confessional 
lyrics, into psychedelic introspective rock. Revolution seemed to kickstart his 
obsession with violence and the peaceful alternative. He would later juxtapose 
violence and sex in Happiness is a Warm Gun.' 
  
While Curt was in his first year at college he would have heard this track on The 
White Album. 
  
In the film Imagine, released in 1988 it was said that Curt was veteran of the war in 
Vietnam and he had been released from a medical institution before he made the trip 
to England. Of all of the rumours about Curt, this is the easiest to resolve. Both 
friends and family have refuted this claim. 
  
His mother confirmed this ‘Curt had a high draft number so was never called up.  He 
did not serve in the Armed Forces.’ 
  
Brothers Ernie and Dayton also deny he was ever in the military. ‘Curt was never in 
the military, he had a knee injury so his draft code was 4F.’ 
  
There are two reasonable explanations as to why this story became popular. Firstly, in 
the 1988 film and the subsequent Above Us Only Sky documentary from 2018 Curt is 
referred to as a 'Vietnam vet'. Curt’s mental state when he was discovered by 
Lennon’s staff at Tittenhurst Park in June 1971 could’ve been mistaken for PTSD 
(post traumatic stress disorder). 

https://www.beatlesbible.com/people/brian-epstein/


Secondly, the sending address of the telegrams that Curt had been sending was from 
the San Francisco area of California, a state that had the most casualties of the war 
and the largest protest movements in the country. 
  
Dan Richter said that he and Lennon were convinced Curt was a Vietnam vet and 
thought his appearance on film would further their anti-war cause by showing the 
devastating effects war had on young soldiers. It doesn’t appear anyone in the Lennon 
camp checked for Curtis’ military record but it wouldn’t be too outlandish to presume 
that in 1971.   
  
Another reason that this rumour may have been fuelled when the internet arrived is 
because of an obituary for musician ‘Cesare Claudio’ which states ‘he played until he 
was drafted into the army’. Many online investigators had conflated Curt’s father’s 
obituary with Curt himself.  
  
The truth is much different. Many of Curt’s school mates would be drafted to 
Vietnam and came back with horror stories of their experience. Dayton told me 
‘Friends of Curt would come back from Vietnam and they were changed people and 
they would say “get into college, stay in college, don’t go to Vietnam.” It was an 
incredibly unpopular war’. 

At Tittenhurst Park in May 1971 John began recording a new song ‘I Don’t Wanna be 
a soldier’ about the growing disapproval of the war in Vietnam.  
  
Curt Claudio’s sister studied at UC Berkeley, where a lot of anti-war protests were 
happening. ‘She’d be walking around the campus through clouds of tear gas’ says 
Dayton ‘Everything was volatile back then’. Curt’s older brother Ernie did military 
service but after some wise words from his football coach joined the Navy reserves 
on supply delivery missions to avoid the first conflict.’  
  
Although Curt looked like he was suffering from PTSD he was likely coming down 
from an acid trip and malnourished the afternoon he met Lennon. 

FOOTNOTE: 
Between 1957-75 around 2.7m Americans had served in the war. 58,220 US soldiers 
were killed and 153,303 came home wounded. It had cost the American taxpayer 
$843.63 billion and had failed to reach its primary objectives. 
  
  



13 - The Final Years in Fremont 
Did the meeting with Lennon make a lasting impression on Curt that transformed him 
in any way? 
  
Michael Epstein, director of the 2018 Lennon documentary Above Us Only Sky 
thinks so: 
  
‘I think John satisfied whatever need he had. He fed him and brought him into his 
home and took care of him. I think Curt went back home and the spell, kind of 
broke.’

There’s evidence to support this theory. There 
aren’t any family or friends stories from after 
the visit to the UK that mention Curt’s 
Messiah Complex. He rarely mentioned 
religion or Jesus in the last 10 years of his life 
and doesn’t seem to have attended church. 
The only exception is what he predicted the 
age of his own death to his last girlfriend 'I'm 
going to die at 33, just like JC!'  

Curt Claudio in 1979 (Photo courtesy of Linda Davis)

The early 1970s saw Curt work on farmlands around California and Nevada to make 
ends meet. Curt’s father, Cesare bought some land in Glenn County. The local 
government was giving out subsidies to people who were willing to buy up grassland 
and irrigate the soil to transform the wastelands into olive groves. 
  
Curt and his brothers would help Cesare with this and making some spare change for 
their troubles. 

According to Dayton, Curt would use substances to help him get through the day 
'After a long day working Curt liked to drink red wine to help him sleep and he 
would take 'something else' to perk him up when he started. 



In the early 70s Curt was still experimenting with drugs. An old school friend from 
Kennedy High bumped into him unexpectedly when Curt was working on a 
construction site, he was surprised by his behaviour: 
  
'I remember Curt real well [from school]...super smart guy. It was a shame that he got 
into drugs. I ran into him and [another school friend] Tom Welch as they were 
cleaning up new homes in north Fremont. He was so out of it he didn't remember me. 
Welch had to tell him about 4 times who I was.' 

Throughout the 1970s Curt would entertain friends by telling the story of meeting 
Lennon and McCartney. He'd have no way to prove this, the Imagine film wouldn't be 
released until 1988.  

Above: The Ford motor plant in Milpitas

Curt and his brother Ernie started working at the Ford Motors Plant in Milpitas in 
1978. 
  
Milpitas is a small town in the San Francisco Bay area, with a small population of 
80,000 people, many of whom applied their skills at the automobile plant.  It was 
Ford's primary factory in that region from 1955 to 1983. Numerous vehicles were 
produced at the plant including the Mustang, Falcon & Torino. It was one of the first 
automated car plants in America.



In 1979 the plant started to lay people off due to increased competition from Japanese 
imports. Two years later Curt was offered a severance package of $7,500 ($27,740 in 
today’s money) and some retraining. 
  
Mother Martha says he looked at other options but  they didn’t work out: 
"Curt tried a welding class but understandably couldn't take the heat and discomfort 
of the heavy head gear they have to wear. " 
  
Brother Ernie says Curt pondered about what to spend the money on: 
 "I’m either going to buy a Harley or an ultra-light airplane." 
 He chose to buy a self-assembled light aircraft kit.’ 
  
His girlfriend at the time, Linda had reservations about the motorbike option: 
‘When Curt talked about getting a Harley or an ultralight plane, I was totally against 
a Harley. I thought for sure he'd get in a horrible accident. 
  
He already had a BMW motorcycle. I didn't think an ultralight plane was a good idea, 
either. However, he had to build it from a kit and I thought that would take a long 
time. So I felt a little better about the plane. I should have realised it wouldn't take 
him long to build.’  

Curt was practical, the years of farm work and his time at the Ford plant had lavished 
him with practical skills, Linda continues: 
  
‘He told me he once bought a VW bus with all the parts inside the bus, and he rebuilt 
the whole thing and sold it. I always thought he could do anything.

14 - Timothy Leary in the 1970s 
From Fugitive to Informer 

Still on the run from the Nixon administration for his jailbreak Timothy Leary spent 
the early 1970s in exile in Switzerland. In 1972, Leary and wife Rosemary separated 
and she returned back to the US and lived her life hiding from the authorities. 
  



Not long after they split Leary started a relationship with Swiss-born British 
socialite Joanna Harcourt-Smith. The couple married in a hotel under the influence of 
cocaine and LSD two weeks after they were first introduced.  
  
The two travelled around Europe and the Middle East, Leary believing he was safe 
from extradition in these countries. Whilst in Afghanistan the US found a loophole 
and he was arrested and sent back home to face the consequences of his actions. 
  
Leary received an extra five years for his prison escape, added to his original 10-year 
sentence. In 1973, he was sent to Folsom Prison in California, and put in solitary 
confinement. While in Folsom, he was placed in a cell right next to notorious Manson 
Family cult leader Charles Manson,. Although they couldn't see each other, they 

would talk. In their discussions, Manson was surprised and found it difficult to 
understand why Leary had given people LSD without trying to control them. At one 
point, Manson said to Leary, "They took you off the streets so that I could continue 
with your work.” 
  
Leary became an informant for the FBI in order to shorten his prison sentence and 
subsequently entered a witness protection program upon his release in 1976. 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joanna_Harcourt-Smith
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folsom_Prison
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Manson


In a 1974 news conference his old beat poet friends seemed to turn their backs on 
him. Allen Ginsberg, Ram Dass, and even Leary's 25-year-old son Jack denounced 
Leary, calling Leary a "cop informant," a "liar," and a "paranoid 
schizophrenic." 
  
While in prison, Leary was sued by the parents of Vernon Powell 
Cox, a 20 year old who had jumped to his death from a third story 
window of a Berkeley apartment in 1966, while under the 
influence of LSD. Cox had taken the drug after attending a 
lecture, given by Leary, favouring LSD use. Cox’s parents won 
and Leary was forced to pay $100,000 in compensation.

 Above: Vernon Cox 

Leary was released from prison on April 21, 1976, he 
relocated a few times and separated from girlfriend 
Joanna and finally settled in southern California. With 
his reputation as an academic in shreds he was unable 
to return to his college life and so wrote books and 
published them in the independent press.  In 1978, he 
married filmmaker Barbara Chase. 
  
He continued to give occasional speeches at 
universities and nightclubs, but the acid generation had 
long since moved on and settled down. To the next 
generation he branded himself the ‘stand up 
philosopher’ of the new age. Leary’s tail had lost its 
sting and his popularity had waned since the heyday of 
the late sixties. 

Above: Leary and Swiss socialite Joanna Harcourt Smith

15 - The Tomcat Ultralight 
Curt loved his Tomcat ultralight. What made him decide to choose this light aircraft 
over the various other ones available at the time is unknown. He may have seen it 



reviewed in the British Microlight Association's monthly newsletter, but it's unlikely 
it would have been published stateside.
 
It's more likely that Curt met the designer of the aircraft, a meeting which would start 
a chain of events that would lead to his untimely death.

A British man called Robin Haynes arrived in California in 1980 to try to capitalise 
on a new trend hat was sweeping the northern part of the state.
 
The Waspair HM 81 Tomcat was a British ultralight (or microlight) aircraft with an 
unconventional  design.  Officially, the design is disputed and Chip Erwin, Larry 
Whiting and Robin Haynes are all named as designers. What is clear now is that the 
Tomcat was initially designed by Robin Haynes, an unqualified aircraft maker and 
later modified by Chip Erwin.

 Above: The Waspair Tomcat ultralight

The aircraft was supplied as a kit for would-be pilots to construct. It had a single-seat, 
open cockpit, tricycle landing gear and a single engine. It didn’t have a shoulder 
harness. Its controls are quoted by microlight reviewers as ‘very unconventional and 
all are canard mounted.’

Waspair UK Ltd  was run by 3 brothers, John, Robin and Terence Haynes. Although a 
delivery driver with no qualifications or experience Robin was chosen as the designer.

The company operated in the UK from 1974-1979 when they declared bankruptcy, 
allegedly down to legal claims and low credit ratings. This wasn't the end of the 
runway for Waspair though.

 Curt(in the pickup) and his Tomcat (photo courtesy of Linda Davis)



Youngest brother, Terence Haynes explains where the idea of moving stateside came 
from:
'I’d come across some American magazines that had pictures of the latest California 
craze – ‘Sky surfing’ on delta kites skimming a few feet over sun-kissed sand dunes 
with adoring bikini-clad girls looking on.
 
More interesting to John [Haynes] was that it seemed there was no inspection or 
permissions needed – ideal!’

Waspair moved operations to America and sold the ultralights direct from 1979-1982 
as Waspair Corporation and after that through a distributor named Mid-West 
Microlites.
 
According to reviewers it was 238 kilos and had a top speed of 63mph and if the 
speed dropped below 26mph it would stall. A summary by a microlight expert 
summarised the aircraft's design:
 
‘In service the control system has proved inadequate and the aircraft was difficult to 
control in flight, particularly in air that is not smooth and there were a number of loss-
of-control accidents. The Virtual Ultralight Museum describes the aircraft as 
"ungainly and unstable”.



In an industry newsletter of the time an astute editor published his thoughts on the 
aircraft and it's dubious sales disclaimer as an introduction to Robin Haynes' sales 
pitch for the Tomcat:

Chip Erwin, owner of MidWest Microlites said he hasn't spoken to Robin Haynes for 
40 years, which would have been around the time of Curt’s accident.
 
Chip defends the Tomcat that he modified
'Ungainly maybe, unstable not really. Unsafe? About as many ultralights were in that 
era. Every brand had accidents and the majority of them were pilot error.'

Curt paid around $4,000 for his new Tomcat that he bought directly from Robin 
Haynes in April of 1981. 

We know that Curt spoke to Robin in 1981, asking technical advice, probably on the 
assembly of the Tomcat. They seem to have known each other quite well.
 
Curt's girlfriend, Linda remembers Curt having lengthy phone conversations with 
Robin and even meeting up with him in Sacramento for Curt’s first flight in the 
ultralight.
 
CLICK TO WATCH CURT FLYING HIS TOMCAT IN SAN JOSE

Video Courtesy of Linda Davis

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u9E_otsVFxo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u9E_otsVFxo


The photos available from that time confirm that the Tomcat was the earliest version 
lacking many safety/control features that would later be added. The canard of Curt’s 
Tomcat lacked an instrument panel which would have shown the pilot the altitude, air 
speed and other critical data. It’s also unlikely the Tomcat had any kind of safety 
harness.

 
There’s some dispute as to whether the Tomcat even had a joystick. Studying both the 
video footage and photos of Curt with the microlight  it’s apparent this critical control 
is missing.

When Robin Haynes started to sell the Tomcat legitimately through Chip Erwin’s 
MidWest MicroLites company, Chip insisted on modifying the ultralight. He added 
an instrument panel and electric start.

 
Above: Chip Erwin’s demonstration model of Tomcat added an instrument panel 

which displayed critical information to the pilot to ensure safety.



Curt's younger brother Dayton had strong reservations about Curt’s ultralight:
“He showed me pictures of the microlight and it looked dangerous and he asked me if 
I wanted to get into it, and I said "Well not this thing!"
 
It looked really unsafe, and it was unsafe. But it was a great thing for him, cos he 
could fly it whenever he wanted and it was freedom, it was as though he was 
becoming that model airplane that flew away in that field in Fremont all those years 
before."
 
Today Robin Haynes, lives in Durham, North Carolina and runs the company Haynes 
Aero who's website sells many things from CBD oils, YouTube Subscribers and hair 
restoration products.
 
He is also looking for investment for his Skyblazer flying car.

Please note: We’ve approached Robin Haynes and his business associates in research 
for this project. None have yet replied.

https://haynes-aero.com/
https://haynes-aero.com/


16 - Lennon's Murder
At 10:50pm on Monday, December the 8th 1980 John Lennon was shot 
 from behind at the entrance to his apartment building. 
  
He received three gunshot wounds to the upper chest and one to the left arm. The 
shots to the chest completely destroyed his aorta.   
  
He was 40 years old. His killer was deranged fan, Mark David Chapman.

CLICK TO WATCH GERALDO RIVERA & STEVIE WONDER ANNOUNCE 
LENNON’S DEATH 

 

Over the years a few commentators have pointed out the similarities of Curt and 
Chapman's lives. Both experimented with psychedelics, both flirted with religion and 
both seem to have had an inflated perception of their mission in life. Here the 
similarities end.

Chapman was a stalker/fan who became disillusioned and antagonised by Lennon. He 
saw John as a phoney, profiteering from his adoring followers. He set off from his 
home in Hawaii to kill Lennon. He was Lennon's judge, jury and executioner.

Curt was a seeker. He adored The Beatles and was looking for answers that were 
more on the spiritual side. He was initially disappointed when he left Tittenhurst Park 
but this, in no way affected his admiration of Lennon as a man or a songwriter.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aJ7NnUodfDw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aJ7NnUodfDw


The curiosity from fans that watch the meeting scene in Imagine shows that many 
Lennonites  relate to Curt and wished that they'd met their hero. We'd all like to ask 
Lennon what his songs were about and Curt had the self-confidence to start a 
dialogue that would lead to him meeting his idol. No true Lennon fans look at Mark 
Chapman that way.

  
  



17 - Curt's Last Days

Curt and Linda Davis - December 1981 
Photo courtesy of Linda Davis 

Curt’s girlfriend, Linda Davis said he was wrecked by Lennon's murder: 

‘The day John Lennon was shot, Curt was devastated. He played the album, Double 
Fantasy, continuously for days and days. He loved the song Watching The Wheels’ 
and would play it endlessly” 

By the time Lennon was shot Curt had settled down. In March he’d met Linda, a 
bank clerk who had known of Curt since they were at Washington High School 
together. They reconnected 15 years later when they were both 32.  

Linda remembers Curt fondly: 

'He didn’t have a temper. He was one of the smartest and most caring people I've ever 
known.' 

Curt spent his time between Linda’s house and a farm building 6 miles away. 



Pines Farm was on Walnut Ave, Fremont. The owner was a man named Clarence 
Pine, a likeable old farmer that took a shine to Curt and enjoyed his company. The 
farmer let him mow a landing strip for his Tomcat ultralight into one of the fields. He 
lived rent free in a small farm building on Pine's land. 

He loved the set-up, he'd have friends over and cook them his grandma's spaghetti 
recipe.  

According to one friend he lived an organic life on the farm and was mostly self 
sufficient: 

'Curt had chickens and when we stayed at his place, he would gather eggs, pick 
vegetables from a garden near his house and make great vegetable omelettes.' 

He'd spend the evenings relaxing in the fields of the farm. His girlfriend remembers 
those times fondly 

"We would park my VW in one of the fields, by his place, away from any houses, and 
turn up my music and sing along with the  Eagles, Dr. Hook And the Medicine Show, 
Lennon and others.' 

He'd also ride his motorbike through gaps between the corn in the fields. He seemed 
happy and content, but how content could a curious soul such as Curt be?

Above; Interior and exterior of the outbuilding at Martha Claudio's house in Chapmantown, Chico 
Photo credit: Linda Davis 



In May 1980 Curt and Linda went to Sacramento to fly the ultralight and take in a 
music festival with Curt’s younger brother Victor. 

On the way they called at one of Curt's mother's properties to fix the roof. It was 
going to take a few days so he and Linda stayed in a shed building that Curt had built 
years before. It was during this visit that Curt first mentioned meeting John Lennon to 
Linda. 

  
She remembers how they got onto the subject. 
‘In the shed building there was a big barrel, cut in half to make a table. There was a 
wallet lying on there with a phone number etched into it.

He told me that he represented himself as a reporter to Rolling Stone magazine and I 
think that's how he got John's phone number and address.’  
  
He told her about the trip to England a decade earlier. 
‘He was really taken with Yoko, he told me how much prettier she was in the flesh’ 
  
He managed to get a little straighter in his later years and appeared to turn his back on 
drugs. 



‘Curt did not do drugs when I knew him, at least not when he was with me. He did 
drink red wine.’ Linda says. 

Most of their nights were spent eating pizza and playing video games at their local 
Pizza restaurant. 
  
"I would not classify him as an addict’ says his younger brother Dayton, "he could 
stop and start as he liked, he could keep down a job. He would do a good job and was 
responsible." 

Almost a year to the day after Lennon's death Curt Claudio would take his final flight 
in the Tomcat ultralight. 
  
On Tuesday 22nd December Curt woke up in a great mood. The night before he’d 
been Christmas shopping with Linda, he’d boasted to her that he had a surplus of 
money. They were in a department store in San Jose and he’d said to her ‘‘Buy 
anything you want, this is on me!’. 
  
After the shopping trip she dropped him off at the Pine Farm on Walnut Ave that 
night and drove to her house around 3 miles away.  
  
The weather the next morning was perfect, sunny and calm, optimum conditions for 
flying. Curt woke up early and made his way to a friend's house. At 24 Robert 
Keller’s was 11 years younger than Curt and had known Curt since he’d moved to the 
farmhouse close by in 1976. Keller also let Curt store the Tomcat in his garage. 
  
Keller says 
“Curt was very soft spoken, intelligent, and well-groomed, for a guy that worked 
outside.’  
  
Keller would often see Curt and the old-time farmers sitting around and chatting. The 
landowners where Curt lived seemed to see him as an adopted son and he looked up 
to them as father figures. 
  
Keller admired Curt ‘He could handle any equipment. He was a master of situations’  
  
On this particular day that skill would be tested to the maximum. 
  
When he arrived at Keller’s place around 10am he was excited about the day that lay 
ahead. ‘This was going to be his day’ Keller says. ‘He woke me up and stood at the 
window. It was unbelievably still.’ He told Robert he was going to fly all day long. 



Keller said it wasn’t unusual for Curt to spend a sunny day in Fremont enjoying 
himself ‘He was a partier, he’d been a field boss for ranches here  and in Chico. On 
days off like this it was real common for us to look for things to do.’ 

 Above: An aerial photo of the accident area 

The local newspaper, The Argus reported on Keller telling them what happened next 
’He was up in the sky before noon and buzzed the place for a while kind of low.’ His 
first flight ended around 1:45pm, Keller continued ‘He came down, we talked for a 
while and he was just ecstatic because it was so perfect out….it was a beautiful day 
for flying. There were a lot of airplanes out , and he was saying that he was better off 
than those other guys because a fixed wing plane lands like a rock, and he had all 
those fields around him.’

Recently Robert has said he believes The Argus misreported him. He was in shock 
when he was interviewed by the newspaper and now has different memories of the 
situation. He says that the Tomcat had been on a long flight and Curt was coming in 
to land: 
  



‘He only took off one time, the plane crashed near the landing strip. It fell in the trees 
by the carport parking [at Fremont Oaks Apartment Complex]. Curt wasn’t showing 
off. He looked like he was having problems with the engine. He was turning around 
and trying to adjust something.’ 
  
A bystander Jeff Dails told The Argus ‘We had watched him on the hill, he took off 
again. He was hauling’(moving fast) 

 Above: The Argus newspaper report of Curt’s accident. 

A local mechanic, Frank Betcher was working nearby and noticed the Tomcat pilot 
was having trouble 
‘He skimmed the tops of the trees at about 25 feet and started down. He started losing 
altitude real fast after that….the engine spluttered, and he was working with it….but 



he wasn’t real frantic. About three minutes later I heard the sirens, I knew he had 
gone down.’ 
  
The apartment complex where the Tomcat crashed is called Fremont Oaks. Two 
children who lived there were playing at the crash site minutes before the accident. 10 
year old Steven Soath and Alap Shah, 8, had been playing at the scene of the crash 
moments earlier before the craft cut off the branches of the tree they were playing 
under. 
  
‘It clipped the roof’ Steven said ‘The pilot looked knocked out. He had his head on 
his right shoulder. I was under the tree.’ Steven yelled at Alap to run, which he 
believes saved his life. 

Martha thinks the accident wasn’t a fait accompli “ It would have been survivable 
except that something--either part of the plane of part of the tree-struck him  just 
below the sternum where the heart is extremely vulnerable." 

Curt was rushed to Washington Hospital, just a few blocks away but was pronounced 
dead of arrival at 2:45pm. 
  
The police arrived at the crash scene and took the remains of the craft away to 
photograph and store. Officer Scot Stilwell said the police department would handle 
the investigation.  
‘The propeller exploded on impact which would indicate that the engine was at least 
turning over’ 

This is also contradicted by brother Dayton who remembers he kept hold of the 
propeller for years later, while not exactly intact the prop was not obliterated as the 
police officer had inferred. 
  
Blood tests on Curt showed he had a blood/alcohol level of .17, substantially higher 
than the .10 legal intoxication level. 

For someone of Curt’s build to have this blood/alcohol level he would have to have 
drank 7 glasses of wine (just over a bottle), beer or liquor. Keller recently confirmed 
that Curt had drank around 'half a pint of liquor'. 

Brother Ernie version of the story differs from Keller's 
“Curt was putting on an airshow for his friends, he’d fly around, land and have a few 
drinks. Go back up and do some more tricks. At one point the plane was travelling 



too slow and it stalled. The plane came crashing towards the ground, bounced off a 
carport roof and landed in a tree just 6 feet off the ground. “ 

Linda remembers how she heard the news and the shocking memory it triggered. 

Richard 'Curly' Jacobus had come to tell her the bad news. Jacobus was one of Curt's 
'straighter' friends and a deeply religious person. 
  
'I remember Curly pulling up just after I arrived home from the bank. It was getting 
dark and it was odd because he would never usually come over. He came up to my 
door and said "I gotta come in". 

Curly told me the news and I almost collapsed, my eyes began to fill with tears and I 
moved over to the kitchen sink because I thought I was going to be sick. When I 
came round a little I asked Richard "Wait, how old was Jesus when he died?" he 
replied "33 why?" 

This is where the recollection came flooding back. 'I said to Curly, "Curt always told 
me that he would die at the same age as Jesus!" 

There's also an interesting twist that involves Robin Haynes. The designer of the 
Tomcat turned up in the same newspaper article claiming he will perform an 
investigation on the wreckage to provide a the cause of the crash.  

The independence of a crash report by the designer of the aircraft has to be 
questioned although this report has yet to be found. After several attempts Robin 
Haynes has declined to answer our requests.

CLICK TO HEAR DAYTON CLAUDIO DESCRIBE HOW HE HEARD 

ABOUT CURT’S DEATH AND THE AFTERMATH 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ve1h0HI8Wgo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ve1h0HI8Wgo


18 - Epilogue 
Both John Lennon and Curt Claudio’s lives were cut tragically short but we have to 
be careful that their final scenes don’t define them as people.  

Both men shared much more than an hour long meeting together. They were both 
searchers, looking for something that may or may not have been there to discover. 
  
As with so many things in life it’s less about the destination and more about the 
journey. Those experiences in life that you go through to get to somewhere else are 
often more satisfying than the outcome.  

Curt seemed to have been a man of his time and circumstance. Following down the 
path that Lennon had cleared years before, into the abstract world of altered 
perceptions.  
  
Many of Curt’s generation would choose this path as an alternative to the status quo 
forced upon them by the previous generation. The normalisation of death, destruction, 
consumerism, hate, inequity and division were to be challenged and escaped from.  
  
Timothy Leary outlived Curt and John by 15 years. Leary’s teachings were attractive 
to a disenfranchised youth but often resulted in more destructive outcomes.  The 
Beatles had offered this generation a way of understanding the world, an 
understanding that didn’t need them to ‘purchase their way to pleasure' in a 
consumerist dystopia, or ‘murder their way to meaning' in a foreign civil war, deep in 
the jungles of South East Asia.  
 
The truth is that Curt chose neither of these routes to his 'personal Zen', something 
that should be applauded. But we have to remember that Curt's story is also a 
cautionary tale. There are parallels of Curt's journey in the classics of Greek and 
Victorian literature.  

Icarus was the son of the famous craftsman Daedalus in Greek mythology. His father 
was the creator of the Labyrinth, a huge maze located under the court of King Minos 
of Crete, where the Minotaur, a half-man half-bull creature lived. In order for the 
secret of the Labyrinth to be kept, Minos had then imprisoned Daedalus and Icarus in 
a tower above his palace. 
 
Daedalus managed to create two sets of wings for himself and his son, that were 
made of feathers glued together with wax. He taught Icarus how to fly and warned 



him not to fly too high, which would cause the wax to melt, nor too low, which would 
cause the feathers to get wet with sea water. 
 
Together, they flew out of the tower towards freedom. However, Icarus soon forgot 
his father's warnings, and started flying higher and higher, until the wax started 
melting under the scorching sun. His wings dissolved and he fell into the sea and 
drowned. 

In modern classical literature Oscar Wilde used poetry to shine a light on the plight 
and fate of Icarus: 

“Never regret thy fall, 
O Icarus of the fearless flight 
For the greatest tragedy of them all 
Is never to feel the burning light.”  

The same happened with Lennon. He moved to New York to escape the madness of 
the crowds in England to the relative freedom of the Big Apple. When asked about 
his safety in New York he told the BBC  “When I left England I still couldn’t go on 
the street, we couldn’t walk round the block! I can go out this door now and go in a 
restaurant. Do you know how great that is?” Two days later he was shot dead. 
  
In the song Watching The Wheels, he floats the observation that ‘Life is what happens 
to you while you’re busy making other plans’. It’s a call to action to focus on the 
things that bring  joy and disregard the everyday ‘noise’ that clutters the mind space. 

  
With the breakup of the Beatles in 1970 and the revelation of the tensions that had 
plagued the group in later years, some of the sparks of the Flower Power ideology 
seemed diminished - an era had ended. Although John and Yoko recorded seven 
albums, they withdrew for several years to virtual seclusion. Yoko managed the 
finances (Lennon was said by some to be worth up to $240 million), and John stayed 
home to raise son Sean.  

His final album, Double Fantasy was Lennon's first in five years, had embodied a new 
optimism. In a radio interview a few days before his death he admitted it was aimed 
at the audience that knew him in the '60s. 

"You have to give thanks to God or whatever it is up there for the fact that we all 
survived. We all survived Vietnam, Watergate... the tremendous upheavals of the 
whole world. 



We were the hip ones of the '60s, but the world is not like the '60s. It's a whole 
massive change, and we're going into an unknown future. But we're still all here...and 
while there's life there's hope. 

I hope the young kids will like it as well, but I'm really talking to the people who 
grew up with me. I'm saying here I am now. How are you? How's your relationship 
going? Did you get through it all? Wasn't the '70s a drag? You know, well here we 
are. Let's make the '80s good because it's still up to us to make what we can of it." 

In 1980 when Double Fantasy was released, weeks before his murder, Lennon was 
lambasted by critics for bland introspection. They missed the bigger point. He was 
navigating a new phase of his life, articulating this through songs and living life as 
free as he could. 

Over zealous military generals in the Vietnam War were often heard espousing the 
nobility of their soldiers by rolling out the line 'Our soldiers are willing to die for 
freedom' which also means 'Our soldiers are willing to kill for freedom' a logic not 
shared by Lennon or Claudio. 

It seems that the lives of Curt Claudio and John Lennon ended with a paralleled 
irony.  

While John Lennon was killed by a mentally unstable man, Curt's life was taken, 
many would argue, by a technically unstable machine. 
  
Lennon found the freedom that he was pursuing on Dec 8th 1980, Curt found the 
same freedom in the microlight that he chose to fly on Dec 22rd 1981.  
  
Both died instantly whilst experiencing this freedom. 
  
In a world wracked with panic and conflict, in an age of crisis and conflict they chose 
to focus on the beauty and the mystery of the unknown. Both of their fates were 
bound together by their mutual desire to live as free souls...a belief worth dying for. 

The End 



Curt Claudio was cremated in January 1982, his ashes were scattered in the 
mountains of Sierra Nevada.

This story is dedicated to the memories of 

Curt Claudio 1948 - 1981
Cesare Claudio 1914 - 2014
Victor Claudio 1952 - 1988 
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