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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.



[Yoko laughed and rolled up her eyes. “Yeah,” she said, “but do we have to bring Bob Dylan into this?”

“Edit!” said John, slicing the air with an imaginary editor’s knife.

The telephone had been suspiciously quiet all evening, but the buzzer inevitably sounded as John began to speak. Yoko yawned wearily as she answered it. When she hung up, she stood to leave. “I tell you what,” she said. “I’m very tired. You give him some more and I’ll join you in a bit.”

“We’ll go till half nine,” John responded, “because it’s better when the two of us are here. It sparks off, you know. So we’ll go on a while.”

Yoko quietly left the room, and John rose to get the pot of hot water to refill our cups of tea.]


LENNON: So finally I saw it. I thought, My God! I exist independently of that.

PLAYBOY: Which must have been really—

LENNON: Mind-blowing. It was—

PLAYBOY: And invigorating—

LENNON: It was more than that. It was rediscovery of the self! It was like repossession of your own self, reclaiming myself.



[John reached for a cigarette—a Gauloise, as usual—and offered one to me. I shook my head. “That’s right, no nicotine for you,” he said. He put the cigarette in his mouth and fumbled through his pockets. “She pinched my lighter,” he complained, shaking his head and chuckling. “It always happens.” He stood up, turned on a burner on the gas range, and bent over to light the cigarette. He turned off the gas, stretched, and sat down again, letting out a big cloud of smoke.]


PLAYBOY: Why is it so special for you and Yoko?

LENNON: Well, you’re asking why we met. I mean, I don’t know. It’s like asking why were you born. I can give you theories of karmic pasts and things like that, but I’ve no idea why. But why it continues is because we want it to continue and work to continue.

There seem to be certain cycles that relationships go through. The critical points are at different parts of the different cycles. The new way of talking is like, “Well, why work on a relationship? We just stop and get another one.” But the karmic joke is, presuming you’re lucky enough to find a new relationship anywhere near the relationship you’re giving up—or exchanging, or walking away from, or destroying by inattention or inadvertence or selfishness or whatever it is—that you have to go through it over and over and over again right up until you’re seventy.

People never grasp the fact that they’re going to have to go through the same thing again. They get to the sort of five-year stretch or the seven-year itch or whatever these tension points are that seem to be organic, built in, like the tide coming in and going out. It’s like every time the tide goes out you quit—you move your house or something. I’m not making it clear here, but you get where I’m going . . .

PLAYBOY: Yes, yes, but what made you see that?

LENNON: When she kicked me out, I saw I was kicked out. When I was kicked out, I realized where I was, which was on a raft in the middle of the universe, and whatever happened, presuming I could have started another relationship, I would have ended up in the same place—if I was lucky. And that’s a big if.

PLAYBOY: You’re speaking about your separation in the early Seventies.

LENNON: Seventy-three, or whenever we were separated, which is sort of a very cold way of saying it. It took a while, but that’s what I saw. If I was lucky . . .

It’s like what they say about karma. If you don’t get it right in this lifetime, you have to come back and go through it again. Well, those laws that are sort of cosmically talked about, accepted or not but talked about, apply down to the most minute detail of life, too. It’s like “Instant Karma,” which is my way of saying it, right? It’s not just some big cosmic thing, although it’s that as well, but it’s also the small things, like your life here and your relationship with the person you want to live with and be with. There are laws governing that relationship, too. You can either give up halfway up the hill and say, “I don’t want to climb the mountain, it’s too tough, I’m going to go back to the bottom and start again,” or you can do it this time.

PLAYBOY: But you once decided it was too tough.

LENNON: I did. But I didn’t see any of this then. Yoko and I were lucky enough to go through that and come back and pick up where we left off, although it took us some kind of effort and energy to—to blend in again and get in the same sync again. It took some time.

PLAYBOY: Was your decision to become a househusband a result of the separation as well?

LENNON: I could say yes and then it would be a pat thing: “Oh, they did this because of this . . .” But it’s not true at all. There’s just more to it than that. But you could say, or I could say—’cause she might say a different thing entirely and it would still be true—“Yes, right, we got back together and we decided that this was our life, that having a baby was important to us and that everything else was subsidiary to that, and therefore everything else had to be abandoned.” That abandonment gave us the fulfillment we were looking for and the space to breathe and think and reestablish our dreams. As she said in one of her songs a long time ago, which was a quote from one of her books, which was even twenty years earlier than that, “A dream you dream together . . .” or “A dream you dream alone is . . .” I don’t know, you’ll have to look it up. “A dream you dream alone is one thing, a dream you dream together is reality.” So we reestablished our dream together.



[We both laughed. The actual quote turned out to be, “A dream you dream alone is only a dream. A dream you dream together is reality.”]
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With that, the cassette popped up. We continued talking for hours past the 9:30 deadline and John was still excited and inspired. When another tape popped up around midnight, he said: “Put the tape on one more time and we’ll have another cup and then call it a night.”


PLAYBOY: I’m curious why you’re doing this interview in the first place.

LENNON: To communicate and, frankly, to expose . . . We might be famous to certain people, but some people don’t know about John and Yoko, believe it or not. And we need exposure. We don’t need publicity, but we need to explain what we’re doing.

PLAYBOY: I know a great deal of concern and interest is genuine. I’m sure it’s occasionally oppressive, but people out there really care about what you’re up to.

LENNON: Yes, and it’s nice to talk. I mean, we haven’t communicated outside for a long time and we’re gonna enjoy it and have fun with it. I mean, I’m enjoying this.

PLAYBOY: Will you follow the release of the new record with a tour?

LENNON: Well, we probably will, you know. I wouldn’t have believed it a month ago. But then I thought, What the hell, why not? If it’s enjoyable and if it doesn’t become something that one doesn’t want to do, ’cause it’s nice to get up and sing sometimes, like it’s nice to make music. I don’t want to get mixed up in deals and business and spin-offs and pressures, though, because I don’t need that anymore. Once was enough. But sure, I’d like to get up onstage with Yoko and a good band and play these songs [laughs] and really do ’em, because the band’s hot as shit. They just come off the album and they were all good—we’ve got the good feeling among ourselves. So it would be great. I’m just a little nervous about all that goes on around it. But I think we can probably handle it a bit better this time . . .

PLAYBOY: On your terms.

LENNON: Right. That’s it, do it on our terms, and therefore to enjoy it. Because if we don’t enjoy it, the audience doesn’t enjoy it. We did have fun doing a lot of the shows in the late Sixties and Seventies. We did all sorts of live performances. I think we must have done about twenty concerts in all . . . of different descriptions, from her concert at Cambridge in ’68 and me just being on the feedback guitar, to Madison Square Garden or Live Peace in Toronto with an unrehearsed rock ’n’ roll band behind us just giggin’. I mean, we had fun on all those gigs. I don’t see why we couldn’t have fun again, and sing these songs. But if you said this two months ago, I’d have said, “Are you kidding?”

PLAYBOY: The album will end with the chant we heard today, “One World . . .”

LENNON: “. . . One People.”

PLAYBOY: Another kind of—

LENNON: Subliminal message, right [laughing].

PLAYBOY: Is that when hard times will be over—when we become one world, one people?

LENNON: No, no, no. We’re one world, one people whether we like it or not. Aren’t we? I mean, we can pretend we’re divided into races and countries and we can carry on pretending that until we stop doin’ it. But the reality is that it is one world and it is one people.

PLAYBOY: The step after “Imagine” . . .

LENNON: That’s the way it is really. “Imagine” said, “Well, can ya possibly imagine it?” “Consider this!”

PLAYBOY: And now that you’ve considered it . . .

LENNON: Now that you’ve considered it . . .

PLAYBOY: Open your eyes.

LENNON [excitedly]: Yeah, right! Right! But I don’t want it to come across like: “I am . . .” or “We are the awakened spirit. You are the sheep that will be shown the way . . .” It’s not that. And that is the danger in saying anything, you know.

PLAYBOY: Especially for you, because people are looking . . .

LENNON: They are looking for leaders. Don’t follow leaders, watch yer parking meters . . . [Chuckling] We’ll get into that, but you know, leaders is what we don’t need. We can have figureheads and we can have people that we admire and like to have standing up and all that. We can have examples . . . But leaders is what we don’t need. It’s the utopian bit again. We’re all members of the conceptual utopia. So let’s not go round and round it: It’s one world, one people, and it’s a statement as well as a wish. [Laughing softly] So welcome to the dress rehearsal of Double Fantasy.

PLAYBOY [referring to the day’s recording session]: At a dress rehearsal you get a little extra of the—the energy of creation. I’m sure the feeling of today’s session, for instance, will be passed on through the record, but there’s nothing like the experience itself.

LENNON: You know, Yoko was overwhelmed. I was overwhelmed, but I’m a guy . . . You saw that she was actually overwhelmed. She started to cry at the session, you know. Then she must have sort of contained it and released it later when she cried again. Females just have the ability to let it come right through. I felt that way, but didn’t allow myself—I’m not going to consciously cry in front of the engineer and the guy from Playboy and all that . . . But I felt like just sort of getting on my knees and saying, “Hallelujah!” or something, which probably would have been fine, too. But I thought, Well, ya have to keep an ear open—you know, all the rationalization. [Laughing] “Important, serious work to be done here—can’t be cryin’ and feeling things. Gotta get on with the music.” [Smiling serenely] But it was rather a good day, wasn’t it?

PLAYBOY: It was a great day.

LENNON: It was great, can’t believe it.



[Once again the recorder clicked off, signaling another tape’s end. “Guess that means it’s time to quit,” John said. The apartment was silent as I packed up my notes and microcassette and standard tape records. John laughed about it. “All you beautiful boys with all your little toys,” John sang, quoting Yoko’s song. “She’s got us down pat, huh?” John walked me to the elevator and I bid him goodnight. “It was a good, full day. So I’ll see you in the A.M., huh?” he said as the elevator door closed.

The old, creaking elevator descended slowly. I left the Dakota and wished the night guard a good evening. Outside I waited for a taxi on the relatively silent New York street.]
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Yoko’s office, where I arrived the following morning at 10:00 sharp, was an unusual sight. After waiting in the outer office filled with desks, a wall of files whose headings ranged from “Holsteins” to “Palm Beach,” and the Lennons’ album covers and a collection of photographs decorating the walls, I removed my shoes before treading on the deep white carpet of the inner sanctuary. Cut-glass cases that held strange Egyptian artifacts, such as a gray skull and a baby’s breastplate of gold, were artfully lit in shadows of the many green plants. All was under a ceiling painted in blues and whites: billowing clouds reflected in angled mirrors surrounded by molded gold. At one end of the office hung a portrait of John and Sean, both with shoulder-length hair, painted early that summer in the Bahamas. Beneath the portrait was a piano. An ivory-and-jade-inlaid oak box rested on a glass coffee table cased in black iron. A gold snake slithered along a crossbar below it. A huge, plushy white couch and matching chair formed an “L” around the table. The chair was Yoko’s; from it she conducts the Lennons’ business, and from there she greeted me.

John sleepily dragged into the office, signaled hello, and plopped onto the floor cross-legged. We talked about the album; Yoko had given me the lyrics the day before. After a second cup of coffee, I returned to a subject begun the night before.


PLAYBOY: Your split-up was very public. How much of what was printed was accurate?

LENNON: As much as is accurate in general in the media. A pinch of truth and a lot of herbal dressing.

ONO: It was accurate that we were separated; but when two people are separated, they automatically assume the guy left the girl and the poor girl is suffering and in tears, and when he comes back, she’s so glad he came back. One thing that really upset me was that—you see, both of us sort of talked about the separation and said, “Let’s do it.” It wasn’t like either of us was suffering about it. We felt we needed the space to think . . .

LENNON: Well, I suffered—

ONO: Okay, but—

LENNON: We talked about it and she kicked me out is what actually happened.

PLAYBOY: Why?

ONO: Well, I think I really needed some space because I was used to being an artist and free and all that, and when I got together with John, because we’re always in the public eye, I lost the freedom. And also, both of us were together all the time—

LENNON: Twenty-four hours a day—

ONO: Twenty-four hours a day. And the pressure was particularly strong on me because of being the one who stole John Lennon from the public or something.

LENNON: Right! First she supposedly split the Beatles up, and then she’s the one stoppin’ them from getting back together. It’s Mommy’s fault. That bit!

ONO: Whatever the reason is, I was under very strong pressure and I think my artwork suffered. I suffered a lot and so I thought I wanted to be free from all that. I needed the space to think. So I thought it would be a good idea that he would go to L.A. and just leave me alone for a while.

PLAYBOY: What a horrible place to send somebody. What happened, John?

LENNON: Well, first I thought, Whoopee! Bachelor life! Whoopee, whoopee! And then I woke up one day and thought, What is this? I want to go home. But she wouldn’t let me come home. That’s why it was eighteen months instead of six. We were talking all the time on the phone and I kept saying, “I don’t like this. I’m out of control. I’m drinking. I’m getting into trouble and I’d like to come home, please.” And she’s saying, “You’re not ready to come home.” “What are you saying?” Well, okay, back to the bottle . . .

PLAYBOY: Yoko, what did that mean—you’re not ready?

ONO: I don’t know, I mean . . .

LENNON: She has her ways, whether they be mystical or practical. When she says it’s not ready, it ain’t ready.

PLAYBOY: Back to the bottle?

LENNON: Yeah, I was just insane. The lost weekend that lasted eighteen months. I’ve never drunk so much in my life, and I’ve been drinking since I was fifteen. But I really tried to drown myself in the bottle, and it took an awful lot. I don’t seem strong physically that much, but it just seems to take an amazing lot to put me down. And I was with the heaviest drinkers in the industry, which is Harry Nilsson and Bobby Keys and Keith Moon and all of them, and we couldn’t pull ourselves out. I think Harry might be still trying, poor bugger—God bless you, Harry, wherever you are—but Jesus, I had to get away from that, because somebody was going to die. Keith Moon did. It was like, who is going to die first? Unfortunately Keith was the one. But I got out.

PLAYBOY: It was all because of being apart?

LENNON: Yeah. I couldn’t stand it. I absolutely couldn’t stand it.

PLAYBOY: And Keith and Harry and the others had their own reasons for being miserable?

LENNON: Yeah. It was “Let’s all drown ourselves together.” I don’t know whether they would agree with that; but looking at it from where I was sitting, it looked like that. “Let’s kill ourselves but do it like Errol Flynn”—you know, the macho way. It’s embarrassing for me to think about the period, because I made a big fool of myself.

PLAYBOY: That must have been the time the papers came out with reports about Lennon running around town with a Tampax on his head.

LENNON: Everything got so exaggerated. All the Tampax story was that we were in a restaurant drinking, not eating, as usual at those gatherings, and I just happened to go to the gents to take a pee. There was a brand-new, fresh—not Tampax but Kotex—just on the toilet. And you know that old trick where you put a penny on your forehead and it sticks? I was just a little high—it was still early, you see—and I just saw the thing, picked it up, and slapped it on my forehead [acting it out as he speaks] and it stayed. So for a gag I walked back from the toilet. It’s like the old Beatles stories: There was a lot of drinking and carousing when we were in Germany, but the stories built out of all proportion over the years. There was a lot of heavy boys’ fun, but nothing like the stories you hear if you go to Hamburg now. So the Kotex thing was a bit like that. I walked back from the toilet, sat down at the seat, and everybody went “Ha ha ha,” and I left it on until it fell off and that’s all.

ONO: I heard about it and thought, What’s wrong with that?

LENNON: Like, so he had a Kotex on his head, big deal.

ONO: That reminds me, by the way, when we were dating a long, long time ago and I was making little objects and all that, I sent John a box of Kotex. It was a piece that you open a box of Kotex and there are a lot of Kotex pads in it and inside there is a red broken cup, called a “mend piece.” You know, you’re supposed to mend the cup that is broken. And the idea is that when you open the Kotex box and you go through it, there is something red in there, and I think he was rather embarrassed. [To John] Don’t you [laughing slyly]?

LENNON: Only because I was married at the time and my wife wondered who this woman was that sent me a box of Kotex. [Much laughter] You know, I didn’t know much about her work then. I met her and we were sort of dating on the side and . . . I didn’t know what to do about it. “Well, this is actually an artist’s work, my dear, and there’s nothing to it. It’s just—she happens to work with Kotex. One of the avant-garde fields, Kotex, you see.” Her mother was around—the ex-wife’s mother, you know—and they’re all looking. There’s a box of Kotex coming from this woman who I’m supposedly having a platonic relationship with, which it was at the time.

ONO: Yes, it was.

LENNON: So Kotex has been a big thing in our lives.

ONO: So anyway, from this end I’m reading about these things and thinking, He’s still John, doing it in that style. He wasn’t hurting anybody. A lot of it was rather funny, wasn’t it?

LENNON: Thank you, dear. She was the only one that didn’t put me down for that period because (a) she knew I was suffering horribly, and (b) she said, “What’s wrong with having a Kotex on your head?”

They’re all going on about whether I shouted too loud in a restaurant or had a Kotex on my head, which is harmless drunk fun . . . When I called her, she said, “That was a good event.” I was calling saying, “Gee, I’m in big trouble. They’re all talking about the Kotex and I shouted at a concert” and she’s saying, “So what? You never hurt anybody.” I thought, Okay, okay, she doesn’t mind it. I’m not going to give a damn whether the reporter in Rolling Stone likes it or not. She made me feel all right about it, although it’s still embarrassing to think that I’ve been out of control in public.

I was like that as a kid, you know. At art school. If you go to my art school and ask about my career there, it was mainly being drunk. When you get old and famous, it takes on different connotations. I was thinking, Why are they attacking me? They’re always talking about the good old days when Flynn and the old boys were hard
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