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Introduction


John & Yoko • Forty Years On


“Her life was saved by rock ’n’ roll” is a line from the iconic Velvet Underground song, but I could have written it, because rock ’n’ roll saved mine.


As a teenager, I appeared fine on the outside but suffered intense anxiety and depression. I felt different from other kids and was isolated from them. The popular kids—everyone but me, it seemed—pegged me as weird, which I was. Angst kept me awake through haunted nights “listening to the Terror through the wall,” as Allen Ginsberg described it. To get through those interminable hours I smoked endless joints and read the entire literary canon for teenage misfits—along with Ginsberg, it included Salinger, Vonnegut, Miller, Heller, Burroughs, Kerouac, Kafka, et al. But while the drugs and writers helped me tread water, nothing materially changed until I was awake one 3:00 A.M. twirling the Oreo-shaped dial of a Motorola transistor radio.


I hid under the covers with the volume low so my parents wouldn’t hear as I skipped past stations broadcasting country music, sports scores, tomorrow’s weather, and fire-and-brimstone evangelists, when I was stopped by a mesmerizing, gravel-voiced DJ on KDKB-FM, Phoenix’s underground station. The DJ ranted about race riots, the immoral war in Vietnam, and the deceitful U.S. president (he quoted a song by a guy named Tom Paxton: “Hey, hey, LBJ / How many kids did you kill today?”), and then paused for a breath. “But for now, take a break from the chaos and light up, kick back, and listen. Be prepared to have your mind blown.” He said he’d used “karma and magic” to get hold of an unreleased song by the Beatles, a track on a forthcoming album. “It’s by John Lennon,” he said. “So come with me on a magical mystery tour—down to Strawberry Fields, where nothing is real.”


The DJ played the song three times. And as he’d promised, my mind was blown.


By then the Beatles had more number one records than anyone in history. Lennon and his band had performed at Shea Stadium and on The Ed Sullivan Show, and, in 1965, the Queen of England had presented John with the MBE, the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire, an award he irreverently returned. I’d heard of the Beatles, of course, but hadn’t paid attention. I was listening to inane pop records by the Monkees, the 5th Dimension, and Sonny & Cher (don’t judge—I was only eleven).


The day the DJ introduced me to Lennon, I rode my bike to a record store and spent my life savings ($130 earned over the course of a year of flinging the Scottsdale Progress newspaper on our neighbors’ porches) on Beatles albums. From then on, I was first in line when a new Beatles album—or, later, solo Lennon LP—was released.


I no longer felt like a stranger in a strange land. Rather than being ashamed of being different, I celebrated it; with John, I was in good company. In “Strawberry Fields Forever,” John sang, “No one I think is in my tree,” which comforted me because I didn’t think anyone was in my tree either, and in the song John promised, “It’ll all work out.”


The surrealistic lyrics and psychedelic sounds of Beatles songs awakened something in me. I felt hopeful. Alive. Every Beatles song thrilled me. Only later did I learn that the songs that moved me most were all primarily written by John: Along with “Strawberry Fields Forever,” they included “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” “I Am the Walrus,” “Come Together,” “I Want You (She’s So Heavy),” “Glass Onion,” and—“I read the news today, oh boy”—“A Day in the Life.”


In the late 1960s, Lennon released several experimental albums with his wife, Yoko Ono, that were then a bit too experimental for me to appreciate. However, songs on John’s first solo albums, released in 1970, ’71, and ’73, electrified me. Political songs like “Working Class Hero,” “Woman Is the Nigger of the World,” “Gimme Some Truth,” and, of course, “Imagine” and “Give Peace a Chance” gave me purpose—to do something about what I saw as the bleak state of the nation. I volunteered for Cesar Chavez’s United Farm Workers on the lettuce and grape boycotts—protests against the exploitation of farmworkers—and then, though I was too young to vote, I left home to work on George McGovern’s presidential campaign. Meanwhile, just as John’s political songs inspired action, his personal songs, including “Mother,” “Well Well Well,” “I Found Out,” and “God,” inspired me to look inside to find the source of the pain I’d experienced since I was young.


Following the McGovern defeat (which devastated me—the nation was left with another term for Tricky Dicky, eventually cut short because of the Watergate break-in), I began college at Berkeley, where I wasn’t any weirder than other students. That led to a job as assistant editor at the newly founded New West magazine, where I worked as a researcher on stories about the Peoples Temple, Zodiac Killer, and murders of Mayor George Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk. I began freelancing for local magazines but aspired to write for Playboy and Rolling Stone, whose interview features were celebrated. I inundated their editors with query letters. Their responses—form rejections—filled cardboard boxes.


In early 1980, I was in New York and, on a whim (I didn’t have an appointment), decided to pop into the Playboy editorial office. My timing must have been good, because Barry Golson, the executive editor who oversaw their legendary interview feature, agreed to see me. Barry was renowned, one of the most respected editors in the business. He’d published seminal interviews with Bob Dylan, Marlon Brando, and many others, including the famous Jimmy Carter interview in which the then–presidential candidate admitted he lusted in his heart, a confession that almost cost him the 1976 election.


I’m not sure where my boldness came from, but I teasingly chastised Barry for ignoring my query letters. His response: “Slow down and have a seat.”


We talked for a while and then Barry asked if I had suggestions for interviews. I pitched John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd, who were about to release a movie, The Blues Brothers, based on a Saturday Night Live skit. I was stunned and thrilled when Barry said to go for it. Then, just as I was exiting his office, he stopped me. “By the way,” he asked, “do you have any way to reach John Lennon?”


I didn’t but said, “Sure.”


In the prologue to this book, I tell the story of my efforts to reach John and Yoko, which were unlike any subsequent experiences trying to connect with potential subjects. All I’ll say here is that it involved the blessing of the cosmos.


The timing of Barry’s challenge was fortuitous. In spite of accolades and accomplishments beyond most people’s imagining, by the mid-1960s, John was miserable. He would describe feeling lost and empty, which, if you listened closely, was apparent in many of his songs. It’s part of the reason I had connected so viscerally with him when I was a teenager; his inner turmoil reflected mine.


In 1966, John met Yoko Ono, a momentous event he describes in the pages that follow. They became inseparable, marrying in 1969. Contrary to fake-news reports (even then), Yoko didn’t break up the Beatles—they were already disassembling—but she didn’t help. John describes moving on from “the boys” when he fell in love, and, as he says, “The old gang of mine was over the moment I met her.”


As John and Yoko’s relationship intensified, they collaborated on music and visual and performance art, including the famed Bed-in for Peace, a protest against the war in Vietnam. But there was trouble in paradise. John’s inner demons resurfaced. For her part, Yoko, who’d been a renowned avant-garde artist when John and Yoko met—she was at the center of the Fluxus movement—had lost herself in the swirl of post-Beatlemania. “I was suffering being with John,” she said. “I thought I wanted to be free from being Mrs. Lennon.”


In 1973, Yoko kicked John out and he moved to Los Angeles, where he embarked on what he described as the “lost weekend that lasted eighteen months.” He spiraled out of control with drugs and alcohol on a course that, as he later admitted, could have led to his death. He begged Yoko to let him come home, but she wasn’t ready and felt he wasn’t either, until a friend called to tell her he was worried about John’s drinking and behavior. Yoko went to see John at an Elton John concert in 1974. They reconciled—it was, as John wrote in a song, “just like starting over.”


John stopped drinking and took a break from music to become a “househusband”—he didn’t coin the term in this interview but popularized it. Meanwhile Yoko took over the management of the Lennons’ business, which included such investments as the Beatles catalog and a farm in upstate New York, where she raised Holstein cows, including one she sold at auction for $250,000.


John felt a joy and contentment he’d never experienced, which only increased when he and Yoko had a son, Sean, born on John’s thirty-fifth birthday, October 9, in 1975. Yoko continued running the business from her office, Studio One, on the first floor of the Dakota, the storied apartment building in which they lived, and John devoted himself to caring for the baby upstairs.


Four years later, John and Yoko were inspired to create music again, and after those years of “breathing in,” as John described it, he and Yoko were ready to breathe out again. They returned to the studio to record a two-part “heart play”—in alternating songs, a conversation between them. To promote the records, Yoko decided they’d grant a few brief interviews and one extensive one. The latter would be mine.


When I first arrived at the hundred-year-old Dakota, I recalled it as the eerie setting of Roman Polanski’s movie Rosemary’s Baby. The Lennons occupied a corner of one of the upper floors up a creaking, lethargic elevator. Their enormous apartment was startlingly beautiful. Wall-sized Warhols hung in the hallway. A sarcophagus encased in glass lay in state in a sitting room. Everything in the White Room, which overlooked Central Park West, was indeed pure white: couch, carpet, lamp, sculpture, and the famous grand piano upon which John wrote “Imagine.” A huge trampoline occupied what most people would have used as a dining room. By the entrances there were examples of Yoko’s art pieces, including “Play It by Trust,” a white chessboard with all white pieces. (A few years later, Yoko would send “Play It by Trust” chessboards to both U.S. President Ronald Reagan and Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev.)


Like most people, John and Yoko normally entered the building by way of the guarded and gated entryway on West Seventy-Second Street and took the main elevator upstairs. But one late night, John and I cut down a dark hallway and rode up in the service elevator, which led to their back kitchen entrance. After that, I often used the back elevator to reach the kitchen, since that was where John and Yoko seemed to spend most of their time. Once, as I recount later, I knocked on the kitchen door and John answered, singing, to the tune of “Eleanor Rigby,” “Here’s David Sheff, come to ask questions with answers that no one will hear.”


Over the next three weeks, the interview took place in the Dakota, cafés (a favorite hangout was La Fortuna on West Seventy-First Street), limousines, West Village sushi bars (“Let’s go get some dead fish,” John said), taxis, the Hit Factory recording studio, and on meandering walks through Manhattan’s Upper West Side and Central Park. My tape recorders rolled (John teased me about it, quoting one of Yoko’s songs: “All you beautiful boys with all your little toys . . .”).


Since then I’ve interviewed hundreds of legends in the fields of art, music, film, politics, architecture, writing, and more, and none were as remarkable as John. Both he and Yoko were gracious, funny, passionate, fiercely unrepentant, and completely candid—nothing was off the record.


I was twenty-four years old that summer. John’s bandmate in the Beatles, Paul McCartney, wrote the song “When I’m Sixty-Four.” That age was inconceivable to me then—ancient.


I turned sixty-four this year.


When I met John, he was forty. If he’d survived, he would be eighty.


John Lennon would have been eighty years old, and Yoko is eighty-seven.


This is the fortieth anniversary of my interview—forty years since those intimate three weeks I spent with John and Yoko.


I completed the interview in early September, and it was scheduled to be released in mid-December. When, on December 6, Barry got a hot-off-the-press advance copy of the magazine, he messengered it to the Dakota. John and Yoko called me in Los Angeles the next day. Yoko was pleased with the interview, and she reported they were thrilled that the first single from Double Fantasy, “(Just Like) Starting Over,” was projected to hit number one on the record charts. John was also excited about the interview, saying he was particularly grateful to have had a chance to set the record straight about his relationship with Yoko and to send messages about “leaders and parking meters,” feminism, masculinity, “that old gang of mine” (the Beatles), and “all the stuff about imagining a better world, because that’s what we have to do.” We talked about getting together when I next came to New York.


The next night I was home watching Monday Night Football when Howard Cosell, the famed announcer, interrupted the game with breaking news. He said John Lennon had been shot. I thought I must have misheard—the words were unfathomable.


I tried to call Yoko at the Dakota, but the lines were jammed, so I made my way to the airport and got on a plane. I flew to New York City via Dallas and Miami, the only route available at that late hour. By the time I arrived in Manhattan in the early morning, hundreds of thousands of John’s fans had gathered in Central Park. People wailed. People sang. They played tapes of his music on their boom boxes. Upstairs Yoko was in her and John’s bedroom. The sound of her husband’s voice floated up eerily through the night. Numbed by the horror and alone in the bed they had shared, she lay awake listening to the songs he’d composed for her.




Even after all these years


I miss you when you’re not here


I wish you were here, my dear Yoko


Oh Yoko, I’ll never ever ever ever gonna let you go.





Years later, I reminisced with her about that time. She still got teary-eyed over John, though she had a full and productive life again. When we talked about that summer, she got a big smile. “The making of Double Fantasy and Milk and Honey was a great time for us,” she said. “After a long roller-coaster life together, in the end, we were getting on like conspirators of life. We whispered and giggled about things between the takes. It was nice. John was saying, ‘It gets better after ten years. We have to tell this to the kids.’ ‘The kids’ were his fans; John always felt responsible to his fans.”


I remembered one post-midnight the summer of the interview. John and I had been talking in the dimly lit kitchen, and a radio was playing. We listened to a news report about a demonstration against nuclear weapons, which led to a conversation about nuclear politics and the roots of violence. It was one of the many moments in my conversations with the Lennons that have stayed with me since then—that I’ve replayed in my mind countless times. “Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King are great examples of fantastic nonviolents who died violently,” John said. “I can never work that out. We’re pacifists, but I’m not sure what it means when you’re such a pacifist that you get shot. I can never understand that.”


I have not been able to work out John’s death. I will never understand it.


Since my interview with the Lennons, I’ve profiled and interviewed many hundreds of others, including people who, through their words, discoveries, and actions, shaped our modern world. Some created transcendent art and world-altering inventions, and others spearheaded political change and advanced social causes. Some contributed ideas that helped us (and help us now) better understand ourselves and be better people. But no one has influenced my life more than John and Yoko.


When I interviewed them, it was unthinkable that I’d have a child because I was one myself. However, one of John’s messages in our conversations stayed with me. He had accomplished more than almost anyone could aspire to, but his external success hadn’t brought him relief from his lifelong suffering. What had was stepping back from his desperate search for affirmation and committing to face rather than run from his pain. As he said, gold records hadn’t fulfilled him; what did was his relationship with Yoko and becoming a father. Indeed, fatherhood meant more to John than anything ever had.


My career was going well—I’d scored an interview with John Lennon!—and I’d gotten more assignments for Playboy and my first for Rolling Stone. In spite of that, I was still miserable inside, using copious drugs. I didn’t use them to get high. Moments of euphoria were a bonus, but like John, I’d been running from my insecurity. I also was trying to find relief from depression and anxiety, but drugs made them worse.


Inspired by John, I decided to breathe in and do the hard work of facing my problems. I began therapy and was diagnosed with and began treatment for bipolar disorder, and I took on the hard and frightening work of living with my eyes open.


In the process, I often recalled moments when John seemed the most fulfilled. We’d be talking in the kitchen when Sean would race in and leap on John’s lap. Everything was put on hold when John was with Sean. He doted on him. They played in the kitchen, on the trampoline in the dining room, and in Central Park, where John pushed Sean on the swings and merry-go-round. In public, fans recognized John but mostly respected his privacy and left him alone. As much as possible for a former Beatle, John was another dad in the park with his young son. Nothing seemed to make John happier. Or more proud.


Back home, when it was Sean’s bedtime, Sean climbed onto his father’s lap and John read to him. Then he sang a lullaby he wrote for Sean—a song I first heard in the studio one day during a break in our interview when John picked up an acoustic guitar, began playing, and sang a song with lyrics he’d scribbled on a sheet of paper: “Close your eyes. Have no fear. The monster’s gone, he’s on the run, and your daddy’s here.” Then he sang the chorus, his eyes shining. “Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful, beautiful boy.”


As every parent knows, life changes when you have a child. You don’t sleep, not because you’re partying but because you’re up rocking a crying baby. You live amid Wet Ones, pureed bananas, and stuffed bears, which at some point are replaced—in our case by LEGOs, finger paint, and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. And you experience feelings you never could have imagined—the deepest love.


I became a father in July 1982, two years after the weeks I spent with John and Yoko. I’m his dad, so I’m prejudiced, but Nic was an extraordinary child, the loveliest being, a shining light. Every night when I put Nic to bed, I read to him—A Hole Is to Dig, Goodnight Moon, Dr. Seuss—and then I sang a lullaby, “Beautiful Boy.” Sean’s song had become Nic’s song.


All we want is for our children to grow up healthy and happy, but my plans for that future for Nic were interrupted. When he was twelve, I found a bag of marijuana in his backpack, which was concerning but not alarming at a time when so many kids were experimenting with drugs. However, even as I did what I could to prevent his continued drug use, it escalated to the point where he was using pills, psychedelics, and eventually crystal methamphetamine and heroin. The inconceivable had happened. My beautiful boy had become addicted, and he almost died multiple times. I spent the next ten years trying to save his life.


Anyone who reads the news knows that drug addiction is an epidemic, and more people under fifty die of overdose than anything else. In the past two decades, the rate of overdose deaths of teens has tripled.


We were lucky. Nic finally got and stayed sober, and has been so for nine years, which feels like a miracle.


In 2008, when Nic was first in recovery, I wrote about his addiction and its impact on our family for The New York Times Magazine. The article led to a book, which I named Beautiful Boy because Nic was my beautiful boy, and John’s song communicated everything it means to be a parent.


A movie adaptation of the book, also named after John’s song, was released in 2018. In a scene that breaks my heart, the actor Steve Carell, who plays me, sings the song to his son—Nic, as portrayed by the actor Timothée Chalamet—as he goes to sleep.


Since the book was published and then the movie was released, I’ve heard from countless parents who also struggled or are struggling with their children’s drug use and addiction. A heartbreaking number have lost their kids. Many of these parents told me that John’s song had also become theirs: At night they sang it to their beautiful boys and beautiful girls. Now, forty years after it was written, countless parents still tell me they sing the song to their kids, expressing their boundless love. In the 1990s, I had two more children, Jasper and Daisy, my beautiful boy and beautiful girl, to whom I also sang the song. Who knows what will happen, but if I become a grandparent I predict I’ll sing John’s lullaby to those children, too.


Forty years after John’s death, his and Yoko’s relationship continues to be dissected, some claiming that the happiness John and Yoko showed to the world—to me—was a fiction.


It wasn’t. I witnessed the joy and love between them. I’ve never been with two people as obviously in love. They expressed it in words but also in the way they treated each other—the way they looked at each other.


Like millions of others, I still grieve John’s death, but he lives on in his music and his and Yoko’s message, which are as relevant today as they ever were—maybe more. John’s song “Imagine” and his and Yoko’s “Give Peace a Chance” have become rallying cries when people around the world protest injustice or celebrate a step forward. They were sung when the Berlin Wall fell in 1989 and also that year when students marched and were killed at Tiananmen Square in Beijing; at protests against wars in Iraq and Afghanistan; and when, in the late 1980s, there was a (short-lived) moment of hope for a freer Soviet Union during perestroika and glasnost. More recently, those songs were sung by demonstrators in Hong Kong during the 2019 pro-democracy protests against the Chinese government and, in the United States, by protestors against the inhumane treatment of immigrants by President Donald Trump and his administration. Soon after the coronavirus pandemic hit in 2020, John’s fans around the world posted the lyrics to “Imagine” online.


Along with its continued political relevance, John and Yoko’s message continues to inspire me on a personal level. Their message is simultaneously complex and simple: Know yourself and learn to think for yourself. Do for others when you are able. Though living is easy with eyes closed, we must fight the impulse. If we don’t like what we see, change it. At least try. Celebrate life. Imagine a better world.


—David Sheff, San Francisco, California, 2020


@david_sheff









Prologue


When I was asked in the early summer of 1980 to find out whether John Lennon and Yoko Ono would sit for a Playboy interview, I took it as a challenge without realizing the door I was opening.


I began placing calls to friends who might know something. I arranged to see people known to have hung out with the Lennons—musical figures like Harry Nilsson, and Phil Spector and Nicky Hopkins, anyone who might lead me to the reclusive couple. Jakob Magnússon, an extraordinary jazz musician I had once written about, called to tell me the surprising and still-secret news: John was contacting musicians—Earl Slick, Hugh McCracken, Andy Newmark, and others—and had hired a producer, Jack Douglas, to record an album.


The odyssey began. I left countless messages for Douglas to call. When he finally did, I was out. In the meantime, I got the phone number of a publicist reportedly working with Yoko Ono. He was the one who’d released a news item about Yoko’s quarter-of-a-million-dollar cow sale. Another phone number led me to the Lennons’ accountant, a gentle man who seemed to want me at least to have a chance to get to his bosses. He promised that a letter from me would get Yoko’s personal attention, and I carefully composed a telegram. I continued to pursue other contacts: the other musicians, Douglas, all kinds of strange leads. I went to New York and met with anyone who even hinted he could possibly help. I met three or four people who each claimed to be the sole door to the Lennons. Back in California, I was told that the Boston publicist had called. Yoko received my telegram. A meeting was set. I was to see Yoko at the Dakota.


One of Yoko’s assistants called to ask for the time and place of my birth. The interview apparently depended on Yoko’s interpretation of my horoscope, just as many of the Lennons’ business decisions were reportedly guided by the stars. I could imagine explaining to my Playboy editor, “Sorry, but my moon is in Scorpio—the interview’s off.” It was clearly out of my hands. I supplied the information: December 23, 3:00 P.M., Boston.


I wasn’t sure what to expect as I entered the Dakota, past the ominous gates and numerous security checkpoints, on September 8. In the outer office, I met the voice that had become familiar on the telephone: Richard DePalma, the accountant and assistant to John and Yoko. He was consistently gracious and helpful. He asked me to remove my shoes before entering Yoko’s private office.


Yoko was on the telephone when I entered, but she nodded and signaled for me to sit down on the couch near her. I sat up straight, sizing her up. She seemed, as I had anticipated, severe.


We chatted—New York, the weather, the plane flight. She darted to the next topic. Besides my astrological sign, she had read my numbers. Based on them both, she concluded, “This is a very important time for you. This interview will mean more than you can comprehend now.” Did that mean we were on? Never a straight answer. She was testing me. I answered questions about my conception of the interview, some of my own preconceptions I hoped to clear up. She was not impressed with the importance I obviously gave the interview; that was taken for granted. I suggested she examine previous Playboy interviews and promised to drop samples off. She told me to call her the next morning.


That afternoon I dropped off copies of past interviews with Jimmy Carter, Martin Luther King Jr., Bob Dylan, Albert Schweitzer, and others. The heavy artillery. The next morning I called the Dakota and asked for Yoko. “Why don’t you meet me here at noon?” she asked.


At the Dakota, there was a message for me to meet Yoko at a nearby coffeehouse. Soon I found myself sitting across a couple of cups of cappuccino from John Lennon. John was apparently just up, bleary-eyed and unshaven, sipping coffee while waiting for Yoko, who was busy on the telephone. “It’s too early for any of this,” he said, smiling. “I don’t know how she does it.”


After small talk and coffee, Yoko directed us to the limousine. We began to get acquainted in the car as it headed through the west side of town, squeezing down crowded streets. John, balanced on the jump seat at Yoko’s feet, which were resting on his lap, explained what the day was to hold. The final song on the album was to be Yoko’s “Hard Times Are Over.” A gospel background was to be recorded.


Yoko, vaguely reading the New York Times through her ever-present dark sunglasses, glanced up at John, whose head was perched up against the car’s window. John’s army-green jacket was unbuttoned, its collar turned up around his neck. Underneath was a plain white T-shirt. He held on to the armrest and the driver’s seat in front of him for balance. Yoko, whose jet-black hair, tied tightly back, blended with her black leather jacket, folded the Times up and stowed it on the seat next to her. John’s thoughts were apparently on the pending interviews, for his next words were directed to me. “I’m looking forward to this,” he said. “It’s been a long time since we’ve done this kind of thing.” He spoke excitedly. “First thing, you’ve got to hear the music. Wait till you hear the music! We’ll play the tape for you later.”


When we arrived at the studio—an old warehouse chosen for the day’s session primarily because of its cavernous space—the crew, including producer Jack Douglas, engineer Lee DeCarlo, and a handful of assistants, were already in the control room. John quickly greeted the group and in the same breath introduced me around the room. Douglas smiled when he recognized my name and winked. “Congratulations,” he said with the implied but unstated addendum: “I never expected to meet you, but welcome.”


Douglas took what turned out to be his customary seat in front of the control board flanked by three chairs, two on one side waiting for John and Yoko, and one on his other side for DeCarlo. Seated in that same configuration at this studio or the regular one, the Hit Factory, the four looked like engineers at some hip NASA, preparing for a rocket launch.


Yoko told me to make myself comfortable and had one of her assistants, a Japanese boy named Toshi Hamaya, get her and John cups of English breakfast tea with milk, and coffee for me.


On the other side of the glass partition, the Benny Cummings Singers and the Kings Temple Choir were warming up with the project’s arranger, Tony Davilio. After Tony played the chorus to “Hard Times Are Over” on the piano, Cummings expertly broke his group up into vocal sections, which were soon harmonizing the choral, church-like “hmramms” and “ooohhhs” that would fill in Yoko’s song. On the first run-through with the taped version of the song playing as the lead track, John looked up, quite pleased with the strange mixture of soulful black choir wailing over Yoko’s eccentric, high-pitched vocals with their Japanese accent. Lennon said, “Here must be the world’s first Japanese gospel song.”


Douglas and the others rewound tape, switched switches, and turned knobs, and John turned to the control room’s mike and switched it on so the choir, behind the glass, could hear him. He spoke in the unmistakable Lennon voice, welcoming the group and thanking them for coming. We lip-read thank-yous through the glass. Jack and John nodded to each other to signal their readiness, and John laughed into the mike: “Well, let’s make some music.”


Over the control room’s monitors, switched on so the choir could be heard, came a roar of “Thank you, thank you, Jesus” and “Amen, amen, amen.” When John realized that the group was beautifully and spontaneously praying, he whispered to DeCarlo, “Get that on two-track, quick!” The prayer was recorded. It is the opening of “Hard Times Are Over.”


John listened to the first run-throughs intently while he sipped the second cup of tea Toshi gracefully served. Whether it was a minutely out-of-tune tenor or an unnoticeable (to me) pause between two of the song’s bars, John calmly and consistently broke into the recording session to ask for another try. “Clearer enunciation of the final ‘over,’” he would call out. “Try not dropping the second syllable. Try ‘o—ver’ sustained, rather than ‘o—ver’ descending,” he said, singing both versions himself. At times he would seem to lose himself in the music, but he never missed even the smallest detail. As the music boomed over the monitor speakers, John swayed with Yoko’s taped voice, silently mouthing the lyrics as they played. Then he glanced in my direction to catch me watching him. He winked and asked, “Well, what do you think?”


When the passionate chorus completely surrounded Yoko’s reedy, piccolo-like singing, it sounded more like a prayer than a pop song. John asked for the result to be played back for everyone to hear. It was, and it all sounded marvelous. The song had become full and whole, as Yoko had conceived it. John looked at her and found her eyes filled with tears. He leaned his chair back on its swivel so he could reach over her shoulder. “Pretty nice, Mother,” he said. Yoko nodded, wiping free-flowing tears with her sleeve.


Hours later, when the track was down and John and Yoko had recorded the chorus, chanting, as per her instructions, the four words “ONE WORLD, ONE PEOPLE” over and over again as a possible ending to the album, Cummings asked if his group might thank the Lennons with a song. Afterward, John expressed his own appreciation to the group and personally made sure an assistant had the correct spelling of its name for album credits. He accepted kisses and handshakes as the entourage left the studio. Of course there was the requisite question. One of the singers asked, “How’s Paul?” John amiably laughed and said, “Paul who?”


The air in the limo was fresh and lively. “It’s working nicely, dear, isn’t it?” John asked, happy and inspired. “What a gift we were given! Well, next stop, sir, the Hit Factory.”


A plate full of specially prepared sushi and sashimi, teriyaki chicken, and vegetables waited on the fifth floor of the West Side recording studio, a much more modern enterprise where the secure top floor is reserved for special projects. A big black man stood guard over the floor.


While John and the others munched a few pieces of fish and talked about the morning’s session, Yoko opened her briefcase and carefully withdrew loose-leaf pages with scribbled words on them—the tentative lyrics to the songs that would become Double Fantasy. She told me I should read the letter. “Now,” she said, “I’ll show you around.”


Yoko guided me to a lounge stocked with teas and coffees and Hershey bars, and then to the control room itself. There was a couch in front of the control panel where I could rest as they worked. A chair had been placed behind their own so I could view all the goings-on. In addition to the lounge, there was a special room—Yoko’s room—which was quiet, carpeted, and was decorated with Japanese prints, exotic fresh flowers—orchids and single fantasy freesias (double fantasies were impossible to get that time of year)—and a luxurious couch. She explained that I could get away from the noise there, that she and John used the room to get away and rest during the sessions.


We returned to the main studio, where John and the others were busy working on the day’s tape. I watched for several hours before Yoko suggested we leave. In the car, John asked if I was ready to begin the interview back at the apartment. “We’ll go until you get—until we all get satisfied,” he said.


—David Sheff, 1981
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At the Dakota, the elderly guard, more a fixture than a comfort in front of the gray, ghostly apartment house, opened the car doors for us. John greeted the man by name and hastily but gently smiled for some snapshots posed with a fan who had been waiting up late just on the off chance of meeting him. After two quick flashes of the bulbs, John blindly headed for the entryway. Blinking to regain his eyesight, he stopped short. “Oooop, dear, I hope you have your house key. I forgot mine.” Yoko didn’t answer but used her key to call the elevator. John looked sheepishly at me. “I needn’t have asked,” he said with a grin.


Within the apartment, John guided me through a hall covered with photographs to the kitchen, where he instructed me to wait while he freshened up. Yoko was off in a different part of the apartment. As I looked around the huge, freshly painted kitchen, stocked with containers of tea and coffee, spices and grains, I heard voices from a distant bedroom: a child’s giggling and a father’s mock scolding. “So, you rascal, why aren’t you asleep? Ahh haa! Well, I would have kissed you goodnight even if you were sleeping, silly boy.”


John came tripping back into the kitchen, wholly revitalized, and, while putting a pot of water on to boil, he explained that their child, Sean, wasn’t used to his and Yoko’s new schedule, working on the album all hours. Before this project, John had been home virtually all the time.


Yoko entered the kitchen, wearing a kimono-like robe, and John poured three cups of tea. “Well, shall we start?” he asked as he sat down.


 I looked at the two of them, who were waiting intently, and began. “The word is out: John Lennon and Yoko Ono are back—”


John interrupted immediately and laughingly nudged Yoko. “Oh, really?” he joked. “From where?”


I smiled and continued: “—in the studio, recording again for the first time since 1975, when they vanished from public view. What have you been doing?”


John turned playfully to Yoko. “Do you want to start, or should I start?” he asked.


“You should start,” she replied firmly.


“I should? Really? OK . . .” John leaned back in his chair, his hands clasped tightly around his cup of tea. He watched the steam float upward as he began.




LENNON: I’ve been baking bread.


PLAYBOY: Bread?


LENNON: And looking after the baby.


PLAYBOY: With what secret projects going on in the basement?


LENNON: Are you kidding? There were no secret projects going on in the basement. Because bread and babies, as every housewife knows, is a full-time job. There ain’t no space for other projects.


After I had made the loaves, I felt like I had conquered something. But as I watched the bread being eaten, I thought, Well, Jesus! Don’t I get a gold record or knighted or nothing?


And it is such a tremendous responsibility to see that the baby has the right amount of food and doesn’t overeat and gets the right amount of sleep. If I, as housemother, had not put him to sleep and made sure that he was in the bath by 7:30, no one else would have. It’s a tremendous responsibility. Now I understand the frustration of those women because of all the work. And there is no gold watch at the end of the day . . .


PLAYBOY: What about the little rewards—the pleasure of watching somebody eat the bread or the baby sleep?


LENNON: There is great satisfaction. I took a Polaroid of my first loaf. [Yoko laughs.] I was overjoyed! I was that excited by it. I couldn’t believe it! It was like an album coming out of the oven. The instantness of it was great. I was so into it, so thrilled with it, that I ended up cooking for the staff! Every day I was cooking lunch for the drivers, office boys, anybody who was working with us. “Come on up!” I loved it.


But then it was beginning to wear me out, you see. I thought, What is this? Screw this for a lark. I’d make two loaves on Friday and they’d be gone by Saturday afternoon. The thrill was wearing off and it became the routine again. So the joy is still there when I see Sean. He didn’t come out of my belly but, by God, I made his bones, because I’ve attended to every meal, and to how he sleeps, and to the fact that he swims like a fish. That’s because I took him to the “Y.” I took him to the ocean. I’m so proud of those things. He is my biggest pride, you see.


PLAYBOY: Why did you become a househusband?


LENNON: It was a case of heal thyself.


ONO: It was asking, “What is more important in our life?”


LENNON: It was more important to face ourselves and face that reality than to continue a life of rock ’n’ roll show biz, going up and down with the winds of either your own performance or the public’s opinion of you. And it was something else, too. Let’s use Picasso as an example. He just repeated himself into his grave. It’s not to take away from his great talent, but his last forty years were a repetition. It didn’t go anywhere. What do you call that? Living on your laurels.


You see, I found myself in my midthirties in a position where, for whatever reason, I had always considered myself an artist or musician or poet or whatever you want to call it and the so-called pain of the artist was always paid for by the freedom of the artist. And the idea of being a rock ’n’ roll musician sort of suited my talents and mentality, and the freedom was great. But then I found I wasn’t free. I’d got boxed in. It wasn’t just because of my contract, but the contract was a physical manifestation of being in prison. And with that I might as well have gone to a nine-to-five job as to carry on the way I was carrying on. Rock ’n’ roll was not fun anymore. So there were the standard options in my business: going to Vegas and singing your greatest hits—if you’re lucky—or going to hell, which is where Elvis went.


ONO: You can become a stereotype of yourself. We may have been heading that way. That is one thing we did not want to be. This is what I really despise about the art world. You get a tiny idea like, “All right, I’m an artist who draws circles.” You stick to that and it becomes your label. You get a gallery and patrons and all that. And that’s your life. And next year, perhaps you’ll do triangles or something. There’s such a poverty of ideas. Then if you go on and continue doing that for maybe ten years or something, people realize you are someone who continued ten years and you might get a prize. [Chuckling] It’s such a ridiculous sort of routine.


LENNON: You get the big prize when you get cancer and you’ve been drawing circles or triangles for twenty years.


ONO: And then you die.


LENNON: Right. The biggest prize is when you die—a really big one for dying in public. OK: Those are the things we are not interested in doing.





[John clutched a spoon as he spoke, tapping it lightly on the table, keeping a beat that his words seemed to follow.]




That’s why we ended up doing things like bed-ins, and Yoko ended up doing things like pop music. With our first attempts at being together and producing things together, whether they were bed-ins or posters or films, we crossed over into each other’s fields, like people do from country music to pop. We did it from avant-garde left field to rock ’n’ roll left field. We tried to find a ground that was interesting to both of us. And we both got excited and stimulated by each other’s experiences.


The things we did together were all variations on a theme, really. We wanted to know what we could do together, because we wanted to be together. We want to work together. We don’t just want to be together on weekends. We want to be together and live together and work together.


So the first attempts were the bed-ins. We attempted to make music together, but that was a long time ago. People still had this idea the Beatles were some kind of thing that shouldn’t step outside of its circle, and it was hard for us to work together then. We think either people have forgotten or they have grown up. Now we’ll make the foray into the place where she and I are together and it’s not some wondrous mystic prince from the rock world dabbling with this strange Oriental woman, which is the picture projected by the press before.


PLAYBOY: After all that, why now?


LENNON: Well, the spirit moved me. Yoko’s spirit never left her. But my spirit moved me to write suddenly, which I haven’t done for a long, long time. Also, I had been concentrating on being a househusband and I had sort of half-consciously wanted to spend the first five years of Sean’s life actually giving him all the time I possibly could.


ONO [to John]: I think that it’s not that the spirit moved you. [To me] I think that while he was sort of doing his thing about tuning in to Sean and tuning in to family and all that, or because of those things, his spirit rejuvenated. He did that instead of just dishing out records as he used to.


LENNON: Yeah, you’re right. I was trying to say that. Maybe I didn’t say it clearly. I could have continued being a craftsman, but I am not interested in being a craftsman, although I respect craftsmen and all the rest. I wasn’t interested in proving I could go on dishing things out every six months like—


PLAYBOY: Like Paul [McCartney]?


LENNON: Not only Paul. Like everybody. So the experience of being a full-time parent gave me the spirit again. I didn’t realize it was happening. But then I stepped back for a moment and said, “What has been going on? Here we are: I’m going to be forty, Sean’s going to be five. Isn’t it great! We survived!”


I am going to be forty, and life begins at forty, so they promise. Oh, I believe it, too. Because I feel fine. I’m, like, excited. It’s like twenty-one—you know, hitting twenty-one. It’s like: Wow! What’s going to happen next?
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The room had grown chilly. John popped up to close the window, which had been opened slightly. He turned his chair around before sitting again. He leaned it back and gently rocked as we continued.




LENNON: Suddenly it all came through to me like, pow, in the form of songs, although it all must have been on my mind somewhere or other all these years.


ONO: Yes, these songs are really inspired songs.


LENNON: There isn’t one where I had to sit down and sort of try to make a dovetail joint.


PLAYBOY: Had it gotten to that uninspired point before?


LENNON: Yes, quite often.


PLAYBOY: On your and Yoko’s albums?


LENNON: I think I was more in a morass mentally than Yoko was. If you listen to Walls and Bridges [Lennon’s last album] you hear somebody that is depressed. You can say, “Well, it was because of years of fighting deportation and this problem and that problem,” but whatever it was, it sounds depressing. The guy knows how to make tables, but there’s no spirit in the tables.


I’m not knocking the record. But I’m saying it showed where I was. It’s a reflection of the time, where I was—


ONO: It was a last breath—


LENNON: It was a depression—


ONO: It was a breath, though, a real breath.


LENNON: It was like phewwww [exhaling]. It doesn’t make it more or less, but that’s what it is.


PLAYBOY: How did you decide on the next step—rather than trying for another last breath?


LENNON: Well, walking away is much harder than carrying on. I know; I’ve done both. I hadn’t stopped from ’62 till ’73—on demand, on schedule, continuously. And walking away was hard. What it seemed like to me was, This must be what guys go through at sixty-five when suddenly they’re not supposed to exist anymore and they are sent out of the office. I thought, Well, oughtn’t I? Shouldn’t I? Shouldn’t I be, like, going to the office or something? Producing something? Because I don’t exist if my name isn’t in the papers or if I don’t have a record out or on the charts, or whatever—if I’m not seen at the right clubs. It must be like the guys at sixty-five when somebody comes up and goes [knocks on the long, oak kitchen table: knock, knock, knock], “Your life is over. Time for golf.”


PLAYBOY: But your retirement was self-imposed?


LENNON: Self-imposed, yes, but still the feeling is there. Suddenly there’s a whole big space that seems to be unfillable. And naturally it got filled because that’s the law of the universe: Leave a space and something will fill it.


PLAYBOY: Most people would have continued to churn out the product. Why were you able to see a way out?


LENNON: Most people don’t live with Yoko Ono.


PLAYBOY: Which means?


LENNON: Most people don’t have a companion who will tell the truth and refuse to live with a bullshit artist, which I am pretty good at. I can bullshit myself and everybody around. Yoko: That’s my answer.


PLAYBOY: What did she show you?


LENNON: She showed me the possibility of the alternative. “You don’t have to do this.” “I don’t? Really? But—but—but—but . . .” Of course it wasn’t that simple and it didn’t sink in overnight. It took constant reinforcement.


ONO: It all shows how contaminated our minds are by society. We were taught and educated to achieve things or be something and, of course, doing something in the house is achieving something, but people don’t recognize that. When John and I would go out, people would come up and say, “John, what are you doing?” They wouldn’t believe he could simply—in quotes—be a househusband. But at least they asked him; they never asked me, because, as a woman, I wasn’t supposed to be doing anything.


PLAYBOY: What were you doing then, Yoko?


LENNON: When I was cleaning the cat shit and feeding Sean, she was sitting in rooms full of smoke with men in three-piece suits that they couldn’t button.


ONO [speaking softly, precisely]: I handled the business: old business—Apple, Maclen [the Beatles’ record company and publishing company, respectively]—and new investments.


LENNON: We had to face the business. It was either another case of asking some daddy to come solve our business or having one of us do it. These lawyers were getting a quarter of a million dollars a year to sit around a table and eat salmon at the Plaza—I don’t know if I can get sued for this—but most of them don’t seem really interested in solving the problems. Every lawyer had a lawyer. Each Beatle had four or five people working for him. So we felt we had to look after that side of the business and get rid of it and deal with it before we could start dealing with our own life. And the only one of us that has the talent or the ability to deal with it on that level is Yoko.


ONO: We had to clean up. There was a demand about dealing with the business that needed to be filled. “Business” isn’t such a terrible word. For us, “business” is something practical to our needs.


PLAYBOY: Yoko, did you have experience handling business matters of this proportion?


ONO: I learned. The law is not a mystery to me anymore. Politicians are not a mystery to me anymore. At first my own accountant and my own lawyer could not deal with the fact that I was telling them what to do.


LENNON: There was a bit of an attitude that this is John’s wife, but surely she can’t really be representing him.


ONO: Even now, there are many lawyers who write a letter and circulate it to all the directors of the corporation. I’m one of the directors, but instead of sending it to me, they send it to John or to my lawyer. You’d be surprised how much insult I took from them initially. There was all this “But you don’t know anything about law! I can’t talk to you.” I said, “All right, talk to me in a way that I can understand it. I am a director, too.”


LENNON: They can’t stand it. But they have to stand it, because it is she who represents us. [Chuckles] They’re all male, you know, just big and fat, vodka lunch, shouting males, like trained dogs, trained to attack all the time.


We made it fun, too, like [to Yoko] when you went to the meeting with the ten Jewish lawyers wearing an Arab headdress that we brought back from the pyramids.


ONO [laughing]: Everybody was just looking.


LENNON: Recently she made them about five million dollars and they fought and fought not to let her do it because it was her idea and she is a woman and she’s not a professional. But she did it, and then one of the guys said to her, “Well, Lennon does it again.” But Lennon didn’t have anything to do with it.


ONO: I wouldn’t say anything. I said, “Thank you,” and hung up. I’ve learned; I’m being mellow. There is all this talk about the record we are working on now: about John’s album with a song or two sung by Yoko. I’m leaving it alone. You know why? Because my businesswoman instinct tells me that it is better for the deal.


LENNON: We’ve learned to come in sort of gently. We can’t come smashing in like, “Hi! It’s John and Yoko naked in bed with flags and Yoko screaming and him playing wild guitar in the back.” We’re just coming in through the back door.


ONO: In the old days I used to think, Well, I have a good song and I should be on the “A” side of a single, but these days I’m sort of wiser.


LENNON: I keep telling her “B” sides don’t get played. I want her on the “A” side. Anyway, Jack [Douglas] and I will talk her into having a single. “Every Man Has a Woman” is a bloody good single. I am all for hit records. I don’t care if she’s leading or not.


ONO: Anyway, the relationship is better because both of us have experienced another side—John in the house, me in the office.


LENNON: It saved my life.


PLAYBOY: Meaning?


LENNON: I was stuck in the feeling that one did not—was not justified in being alive unless one was fulfilling other people’s dreams, whether they were contractual dreams or the public’s dreams, or fulfilling my own dreams and illusions about what I thought I was supposed to be, which, in retrospect, turned out to not be what I am.


PLAYBOY: Which Yoko showed you.


LENNON: And thank goodness. A lot of artists kill themselves because of it, you know, whether it be through drink, like a Dylan Thomas; or through insanity, like a van Gogh; or VD and craziness, like a Gauguin, painting a picture for his child, which he never spent any time with. He was trying to create a masterpiece for the child, and meanwhile the child died, and anyway Gauguin got VD and the masterpiece burned down. Even had it survived, better he should have stayed with the kid. That was the conclusion I came to.


Before, I sensed all this, I suppose, but I couldn’t see a way out. And that’s the bit about two heads are better than one. “Where two are gathered together . . .” to quote Bob Dylan’s favorite attorney.
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