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We were a wizard and a witch

In a moment of freedom.

—YOKO ONO, “YOU’RE THE ONE”




AUTHOR’S NOTE

In Days That I’ll Remember, I am presenting for the first time the complete versions of all of my significant interviews and conversations with John Lennon and Yoko Ono; all of them contain new and previously unpublished material.

I first met and interviewed John in September 1968 in London; it was the first extensive interview he gave after he and Yoko had become lovers and collaborators four months earlier. A shorter version of this conversation appeared in Rolling Stone magazine’s first anniversary issue, dated November 23, 1968.

John once told me: “Yoko is the most famous unknown artist. Everybody knows her name, but nobody knows what she does”; and in 1970, with his encouragement and participation, I wrote one of the first extensive profiles of Yoko, a shortened version of which appeared in the March 18, 1971, issue of Rolling Stone. The complete version of that profile appears here for the first time.

When John and Yoko moved permanently to New York City in the early 1970s, I would run into them at odd times and places, and the three of us would occasionally meet up for dinner. In this book I am including an account of one of the most unusual and lively of our dinner conversations that took place on March 17, 1971.

I saw and interviewed John on December 5, 1980, three days before his death. It was his last print interview, and most of our nine-hour conversation appeared for the first time in the December 23, 2010, issue of Rolling Stone. A greatly expanded, and now complete, version of that interview is included here.

On March 14, 2012, I interviewed Yoko in Stockholm, Sweden, especially for this book; this is the first publication of that interview.

In Days That I’ll Remember, I have incorporated several brief passages from my essay “John Lennon: How He Became Who He Was,” which first appeared in an anthology I co-edited entitled The Ballad of John and Yoko, published by Doubleday in 1982; as well as from my essay “Children of Paradise: Back to Where We Once Belonged,” which appeared in Rolling Stone’s tenth anniversary issue in 1977.


INTRODUCTION

“Is there anybody going to listen to my story / All about the girl who came to stay?” John Lennon asked in his song “Girl” on the Beatles’ 1965 Rubber Soul album. Three years later, on the afternoon of September 17, 1968, I found myself ringing the doorbell of a basement flat at 34 Montagu Square in London. After a few seconds, an effervescent twenty-seven-year-old man with shoulder-length dark-brown hair—dressed in a black sweater, jeans, and white tennis shoes and wearing round, wire-rimmed granny glasses—opened the door. “Come in, come in!” he said, then led me into the living room where he introduced me to the extraordinary girl who had come to stay, invited me to sit down on a couch, and asked me if I would like to listen to his story.

Days That I’ll Remember is my own personal story about the times that I spent with John Lennon and Yoko Ono over a period of forty-five years. It is a story that began on a cold New York City morning in December 1963 during the first semester of my senior year at Columbia College. My clock radio had woken me up at 7:30. Craving another few minutes of sleep—even if it meant that I would arrive late for my much-dreaded class in set theory—I decided to turn the radio off, but just as my hand was reaching for the knob, I suddenly heard a male voice shouting out “One-Two-Three-FAW!” And then: “She was just seventeen / If you know what I mean!” Just as it happens in the song, my heart went BOOM, and I immediately knew that, from that moment on, “I Saw Her Standing There” would be the wake-up call for my entire life.

“I can’t wake you up,” John Lennon once said. “You can wake you up.” But, luckily, the Beatles were going to remind me to do so—“Woke up, fell out of bed / Dragged a comb across my head.” Sometimes, however, it seemed as if the Beatles themselves were a dream from which you really never wanted to awake. In fact, many people came to think of the four Beatles as symbolic dream figures and presences—like the four evangelists, the four seasons, the four phases of the moon, the four corners of the earth—and in an elementary sense, each Beatle, in the way he became defined by his face, gestures, voice, and songs, took on an archetypal role: Paul, sweet and sensitive; John, restless and rebellious; George, mysterious and mystical; Ringo, childlike but commonsensical.

“None of us would’ve made it alone,” John once explained, “because Paul wasn’t strong enough, I didn’t have enough girl-appeal, George was too quiet, and Ringo was the drummer. But we thought everyone would be able to dig at least one of us, and that’s how it turned out.” For me, John Lennon was always the One. He had attained instant hero status in my eyes from the moment I first heard about the Beatles’ 1963 Royal Command Performance at London’s Prince of Wales Theatre with the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret in attendance. Introducing the song “Twist and Shout,” John stepped up to the microphone and announced: “For our last number, I’d like to ask your help. The people in the cheap seats, clap your hands. And the rest of you, if you’d just rattle your jewelry.”

A century and a half earlier, in 1812, another one of my heroes, Ludwig van Beethoven, was walking down the street of a Bavarian resort town with the distinguished German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe when they happened to cross paths with Empress Maria Ludovica and a retinue of nobles. Goethe stepped aside, doffed his hat, and kowtowed deeply. Beethoven, who rolled over for no one, strode right through their midst and admonished the obsequious writer, reminding him that nobles were a dime a dozen “but there are only two of us!” As the Beatles, in a similar vein, once observed: “Her Majesty’s a pretty nice girl / But she doesn’t have a lot to say.” (Ironically, as I would later discover, Yoko Ono herself could claim a lineage purporting to go back to a ninth-century Japanese emperor, and in this book I discuss what is probably for most people her unfamiliar family history.)

As John developed as a person and an artist throughout the twelve years that I knew him, he continually revealed ever-increasing facets of himself both to me and to his millions of admirers, even inviting us to accompany him on his journey down to Strawberry Fields to observe him unpeeling the layers of his identity, as well as delving into and exploring his own mind, which was, in fact, Strawberry Fields itself. Alluding to the well-known image of the giraffe going by a window, John once said, “People are always just seeing little bits of it, but I try and see the whole … not just in my life, but the whole universe, the whole game.” He was both Nowhere Man and Eggman, he contained multitudes, and of these, one and all, he wove the song of himself.

It was an all-embracing song that included anthems (“Give Peace a Chance”) and dream collages (“Revolution 9”), meditations (“Strawberry Fields Forever”) and calls to action (“Power to the People”), comic portraits (“Polythene Pam”) and cosmic statements (“Across the Universe”). And it was a song that expressed an astonishing range of contrasting states of feelings and emotions: weariness (“I’m So Tired”) and wakefulness (“Instant Karma!”), need (“Help!”) and independence (“Good Morning Good Morning”), depression (“You’ve Got to Hide Your Love Away”) and elation (“Whatever Gets You Thru the Night”), and pleasure (“I Feel Fine”) and pain (“Yer Blues”).

Never afraid to expose and explore his own vulnerabilities, John audaciously confronted the reality of his own irrepressible jealousy—as he once amusingly said, “I get jealous of the mirror”—and dealt with this self-feeding demon in Beatles songs like “No Reply,” “You Can’t Do That,” and “Run for Your Life,” lifting its line “I’d rather see you dead, little girl, / Than to be with another man,” from Elvis Presley’s “Baby, Let’s Play House.” But it was in one of his most remarkable songs, “Jealous Guy,” that he entered daringly into jealousy’s realm, describing with astonishing exactitude the manner by which it manifests itself in our bodies—heart beating fast, shivering inside, swallowing one’s pain—and in so doing, allowed it to be experienced as something rich and strange.

Most remarkably, and unlike almost any other male rock songwriter I can think of, John sang about his mother. As he once remarked: “I used to feel I wouldn’t be singing ‘She Loves You’ at thirty, but I didn’t know I would be singing about my mother!” And he did so in two extraordinary songs. In “Julia,” he says goodbye to her—picturing her as a “morning moon”—and tells her that he has been swept away by an “ocean child” with “seashell eyes” and “hair of floating sky” that shimmers in the sun. (The name Yoko means “ocean child” in Japanese.) And in his song “Mother,” which he wrote just two years later, he says goodbye to Julia for the second and last time, screaming out and thereby exorcising the inexorable pain he had for so long harbored within himself because of what he felt was her rejection of him when he was six years old. Ironically, the first line of that song—“Mother, you had me / but I never had you”—echoes to a T the jocularly self-deflating opening of “Norwegian Wood”: “I once had a girl, / or should I say, she once had me.”

The art and life of a person who contains multitudes is usually filled with contradictions. John Lennon was a born leader. It was he who brought Paul into the Quarrymen (Paul brought George, and George, Ringo), and it was he who, early on, had a sense of being out of the ordinary (“I was hip in kindergarten … When I was about twelve I used to think: I must be a genius, but nobody’s noticed”). But he was a leader who unstintingly shared his creative powers in collaboration with Paul McCartney and Yoko Ono.

He was an unreconstructable rock ’n’ roller whose life was forever changed by “Heartbreak Hotel” (“When I heard it, I dropped everything”) and “Long Tall Sally” (“When I heard it, it was so great I couldn’t speak”), and who once thought—before he met the girl who came to stay—that “avant-garde” was French for “bullshit.” Yet he was always experimenting with tapes played backward, tape loops, and sound montages, and in “Revolution 9,” he created an avant-garde masterpiece.

He was sometimes insecure and sometimes boastful (“Part of me suspects that I’m a loser and the other part thinks I’m God almighty”). He was a trusting and believing person who frequently—and, as it turned out, presciently—spoke of his own sense of mistrust and paranoia (“Paranoia,” he once said, “is just a heightened sense of awareness”). If he occasionally seemed stubborn, he at the same time developed a high degree of flexibility that enabled him to move on, to take risks—personally and artistically—and to live continually in the present (“Some people like Ping-Pong, other people like digging over graves.… Some people will do anything rather than be here now … I don’t believe in yesterday”). And finally, he was a leader who renounced his crown and empire in order to be true to himself (“It’s pretty hard when you are Caesar and everyone is saying how wonderful you are and they’re giving you all the goodies and the girls, it’s pretty hard to break out of that, to say, ‘Well, I don’t want to be king, I want to be real’ ”). It was, of course, the girl who came to stay who would become his life-teacher and soul guide. As he informed us in his song “One Day (at a Time),” he was the fish and she was the sea, he was the apple and she was the tree, he was the door and she was the key. Simply, Yoko enabled John to become who he was.

“Two minds, one destiny” was the way John once characterized his and Yoko’s relationship. Together, they attempted to re-create paradise on earth—“Just a boy and a little girl, / Trying to change the whole wide world,” as John described Yoko and himself in his song “Isolation”—and offered to take everyone along with them for the ride. Many people—querulous cynics as well as crestfallen Beatles fans who wanted John only on his own and only for themselves—sneered at the thought and refused to accept the ticket.

But trying to change the world by taking one’s clothes off, greeting journalists in bed, and sending acorns to world leaders—with an accompanying letter requesting that they plant the acorns in their gardens and “grow two oak trees for world peace”—wasn’t exactly the most persuasive of images for conveying the notion of two great romantic lovers. One can hardly imagine a besotted Tristan serenading his beloved with a song called “Oh Isolde” and then, as John did in his song “Oh Yoko,” deliriously calling out her name “in the middle of a cloud,” “in the middle of the bath,” and “in the middle of a shave.” But it was exactly John and Yoko’s endearingly naïve and ludic way of being in the world that made them so real and believable a modern romantic couple—only two fools could be so much in love!

Both of them joyfully embraced their roles as Holy Fools—as the Bible says, “God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise”—and, in their own tongue-in-cheek way, John and Yoko lived lives that acted out in the everyday world the archetypal dramas of the imagination. I have always thought of them whenever I read the heartbreaking letters of Abelard and Héloïse, the ill-starred twelfth-century French lovers—he a famous and charismatic philosopher, theologian, poet, and musician; she, his pupil, paramour, wife, and then, after their enforced parting, an abbess of a convent. As she wrote to Abelard:


You had besides, I admit, two special gifts whereby to win at once the heart of any woman—your gifts for composing verse and song, in which we know other philosophers have rarely been successful.… The beauty of the airs ensured that even the unlettered did not forget you; more than anything, this made women sigh for love of you. And as most of these songs told of our love, they soon made me widely known and roused the envy of many women against me. For your manhood was adorned by every grace of mind and body, and among the women who envied me then, could there be one now who does not feel compelled by my misfortune to sympathize with my loss of such joys? Who is there who was once my enemy, whether man or woman, who is not moved now by the compassion which is my due?



It is a letter that Yoko might have written after John’s death.

Yoko still has her uncomprehending and abusive detractors, but those of her admirers who have followed her more than fifty-year career know that what is rightfully due to her is not only the offering of compassion to a grieving widow but also the recognition of her extraordinary accomplishments as a painter, sculptor, photographer, filmmaker, poet, video artist, composer, singer-songwriter, pioneer of conceptual and performance art, and peace activist. She is also the only person who can be said to have worked with musicians as radically diverse as John Cage, Ornette Coleman, and Lady Gaga; to have had nine number-one hits on the Billboard Dance/Club Play Chart; to have read an ode to peace at the opening ceremony for the 2006 Winter Olympic Games in Turin; and, just as the emperor Shah Jahan built the Taj Mahal in remembrance of his third wife, to have memorialized her late husband by envisioning and single-handedly creating on Videy Island in Iceland the IMAGINE PEACE TOWER—a kind of sacred flame that on a clear night can reach an altitude of about two-and-a-half miles. This tower of light is projected from a monument made of white glass tiles on which the words IMAGINE PEACE are carved in twenty-four languages. More than 1.5 million written wishes for peace have been collected by Yoko from people all over the world and will be incorporated into the tower at a future date. As the guardian of the flame throughout the more than thirty years since John’s passing, Yoko has been devotedly and unwaveringly keeping his fearless and imagining spirit alive.

On the evening of December 8, 1980, I had gone to sleep around ten thirty. Just after midnight, I was woken up by the phone ringing, and I got out of bed and picked up the receiver. I heard my friend on the other end of the line crying. “Oh my god, what’s wrong?” I said. “Have you heard the news?” she asked me. “What news?” I said. “I’ve been sleeping.” And she told me that John Lennon was dead.

Rolling Stone magazine had been preparing a cover story on John and Yoko for its first issue of 1981 to mark the release of their new album, Double Fantasy, and the interview I had done with John on December 5 was slated to appear in that issue; it would now be devoted to his memory. Jann Wenner—the co-founder, editor, and publisher of Rolling Stone (and a longtime friend), who in 1967 had designated me as the magazine’s first European editor—asked me if I could write up an account of what had turned out to be the last interview I would ever do with John. With a sense of emotional numbness, I hastily listened to the tapes, garnering from them as best I could a small portion of what I felt were some of the highlights of our conversation, and included them in my five-thousand-word tribute article.

Yoko Ono had requested that on Sunday, December 14, at 2:00 p.m. eastern standard time, people around the world who wished to do so should engage in a ten-minute silent vigil in memory of John. In the United States, some eight thousand radio stations ceased broadcasting for ten minutes. Thirty thousand people gathered in Liverpool; and I, along with several of my friends, joined more than 250,000 people in Central Park to honor John. At precisely two o’clock, the only sounds to be heard were the whirring blades of the helicopters flying overhead; they reminded me of the Indian-inspired tamboura drone played by George Harrison on the recording of John’s “Tomorrow Never Knows” (“Turn off your mind, relax and float downstream / It is not dying, it is not dying”). John had told the Beatles producer George Martin that on that song he wanted to sound like “the Dalai Lama chanting from a mountaintop, miles away.”

I had never transcribed my last interview with John. I had written my tribute article and felt that I was going to be too upset to listen to John’s voice on my tapes anytime soon, so I stowed them away in the recesses of my closet. At the beginning of 2010, however, it dawned on me that John would have turned seventy on October 9 and, furthermore, that December 8 would mark the thirtieth anniversary of his death. I actually hadn’t thought about those tapes since 1980, but I now decided that after so many years, I should attempt to find them. Long-neglected, they were by now certainly moldering and perhaps even degrading. So I went rummaging through the clutter of my closet, and after half an hour I found the tapes, bound together by two mopey-looking rubber bands. A week later, I put on my headphones and began the laborious process of transcribing the tapes from beginning to end in longhand on three legal-size notepads. On those magical strips of magnetic tape, I once again heard the joyous, vibrant, subversive, acerbic, fearless, outrageously funny, human-hearted words of a man whose lips had undoubtedly kissed, at least in his dreams, the gab-inducing Blarney Stone.

It took me ten inspired but wearying days to complete the transcribing, and upon falling asleep after accomplishing my task, I had a dream that I will always remember but one that I never recounted to anyone, anticipating that some people would imagine that I had calculatedly and spuriously constructed a self-dramatizing personal myth. But the dream was real. In it, John and I were sitting on a rug on the floor of an apartment—much as he and I had actually done when I first interviewed him in 1968 in his Montagu Square flat in London—facing each other like two ancient shamanic bards and drinking mint tea. I had set up my tape recorder to begin my interview … but suddenly, and sickeningly, I realized that John wasn’t aware that he was dead, and that I must, at all costs, be careful not to let him know that he was and be certain not to ask him about his and Yoko’s future plans. John began the conversation by speaking the same words that he had used when I interviewed him for the last time in his Dakota apartment: “You don’t have to rush, we’ve got hours and hours and hours.” And at that moment in my dream, I recalled the first two lines of John’s song “Working Class Hero,” which I had always felt were among the most piercing and heartbreaking words he ever wrote: “As soon as you’re born they make you feel small / By giving you no time instead of it all.”

Somehow, I managed to carry on with the interview until, as it was coming to its end, John said to me, “What song would you like to hear me sing right now? Just the first one that comes to mind.” So I said, “I think I’d like to hear ‘Instant Karma!’ ” and he began to sing it to me. And when he got to the words “Why in the world are we here? / Surely not to live in pain and fear,” he looked hard at me to make sure I would really hear them. It was at that moment that I woke up—astonished, sad, happy, upset, but grateful to have been present at such an encounter—and thought to myself: “Wow! I saw John Lennon last night, and he is as alive as you or me!”
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Welcome to the inner sanctum!” said John Lennon, as he greeted me with high-spirited, mock ceremoniousness at the entrance to Yoko Ono’s office in their ground-floor apartment in the Dakota—the quasi-Gothic, castle-like edifice with its gables, gargoyles, and wrought-iron gates on New York City’s Upper West Side. I removed my shoes and entered an iridescent, high-ceilinged, white-carpeted room, and Yoko, who was seated at a large gold-inlaid desk, got up to say hello.

It was Friday, December 5, 1980. Rolling Stone was preparing a cover story on John and Yoko for its first issue of 1981, and I had come to interview John on the occasion of the release of his and Yoko’s new album, Double Fantasy. It had been a long while since they had talked to the press. With the birth of their son, Sean, in 1975, John and Yoko had undertaken what they called “the Spring Cleaning of our minds” and had ceased stoking what Joni Mitchell once referred to as the “star maker machinery.” For five years, they made no records, created no new music or artworks, and made no public appearances. And while Yoko looked after the family business, John became a self-styled househusband who spent his time taking care of his son and engaging in domestic chores. One thinks of the Greek historian Herodotus’s description of some of the remarkable customs practiced by the Egyptians in the fifth-century B.C.: “Women attend market and are employed in trade, while men stay at home and do the weaving.” The Lenonos—to use the name of John and Yoko’s music-publishing company—seem to have run an ancient Egyptian household! Or a topsy-turvy nursery-rhyme one, where, as John informed us in his song “Cleanup Time,” the queen is in the counting house “counting out the money,” while the king stays in the kitchen “making bread and honey.”

In an interview with journalist Chet Flippo, the media consultant Elliot Mintz—who had developed a close friendship with John and Yoko in 1971—spoke of a night when John phoned him in Los Angeles. “It was very late,” Mintz recalled, “and John said, ‘An incredible thing happened to me today, Elliot,’ and he said it with such reverence that I thought he was going to divulge a really significant spiritual experience. So I propped myself up and said, ‘Yes?’ And John said, ‘I baked my first loaf of bread and you can’t believe how perfectly it rose, and I’ve taken a Polaroid photo of it and I think I can get it out to you by messenger tonight.’ ”

Mintz explained that John and Yoko would use a courier service instead of the mail because people would pocket their letters or packages as souvenirs when they saw either one of their names on them. “So someone would pick up the communication,” Mintz elaborated, “and get on an airplane and fly with the communication wherever it was going, and then hand the communication to the person it was going to.” Mintz received the Polaroid. A week or two later, he flew to New York and stopped by the Dakota. “We were sitting around the kitchen one night,” Mintz said, “and John brought out an object enclosed in silver foil. It was a piece of the bread that he had saved me from his first loaf. And we broke bread together.”

John had stepped outside the inner sanctum for a few minutes, and I sat down next to Yoko on an enormous pearl-white plush couch. In this gently lit, immaculate office, I noticed a black upright piano and, on a wall above it, a painted portrait showing John and Sean, both with shoulder-length hair, sitting on a beach in Bermuda; an ivory-and-jade inlaid oak box resting on a coffee table; and several glass vitrines containing ancient Egyptian artifacts, which Yoko valued for their beauty and magical properties.

Then I looked up, and, as if I were rising—rather than falling—into a dream, I suddenly realized that the entire ceiling was in fact a supernal trompe l’oeil sky filled with floating and drifting gossamer clouds. “Above us only sky.” And I was immediately reminded of the open letter written by John and Yoko and published on the back page of The New York Times on May 27, 1979. Entitled “A Love Letter from John and Yoko to People Who Ask Us What, When, and Why,” it had concluded: “Remember, our silence is a silence of love and not of indifference. Remember, we are writing in the sky instead of on paper—that’s our song. Lift your eyes and look up in the sky … and you will see that you are walking in the sky, which extends to the ground. We are all part of the sky, more than of the ground.” And although my head was still in the clouds, ensorcelled by cerulean light, I slowly brought myself back down to earth as Yoko began explaining to me how the album Double Fantasy came to be.

The previous spring, she recounted, John had, with her blessing, chartered the Megan Jaye, a forty-three-foot sloop based in Newport, Rhode Island, and set sail on June 4 with a four-member crew for the 635-mile trip to Bermuda. He had previously learned to sail on Long Island Sound where he and Yoko had a second home in Cold Spring Harbor, and for a long time had harbored a desire to undertake a long sea voyage. He would be turning forty on October 9, and, as he wrote in “Borrowed Time”—a song that he composed after the completion of his trip—“Now I am older / The future is brighter and now is the hour.”

The plan was for Sean to fly with a nanny to Bermuda after John had arrived there, and father and son would then spend a three-week vacation together, swimming and sailing, while Yoko stayed at home “sorting out business,” as she put it. But midway into John’s navigational journey through
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