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INTRODUCTION

The Dakota, February 1981

I am holding in my hands a pair of eyeglasses. They are antique, made of steel wire, and perfectly round. Some people used to call them granny glasses, although this pair’s trademarked name is the Panto 45, originally manufactured by an old English eyewear company called Algha Works.

I don’t have it in me to try them on—that would somehow cross a line—so instead I just hold them up to my eyes and peer through the lenses from arm’s length. But even without slipping them onto my nose, they tell me something about John Lennon’s view of the world that I’d never really thought much about while he was alive.

His vision was terrible—even worse than I’d ever thought.

This is the twenty-sixth pair of John’s glasses I’ve examined on this snowy night in February 1981. It’s been about two months since he was gunned down in New York City outside the Dakota, the now 140-year-old brick-and-sandstone Gothic edifice on West Seventy-Second Street and Central Park West where he and Yoko Ono had been living since 1973. I’ve been tasked with the responsibility of inventorying his personal effects—books, wallets, attaché cases, drawings, letters, artworks, photos, musical instruments, and, yes, granny glasses, of which he had dozens of pairs in a rainbow of tinted colors—so that Yoko, and posterity, would know precisely what he had left behind.

Most of this heartbreaking work, which fills weeks of my life, is performed between midnight and six in the morning—the hours during which I am least likely to be disturbed by the small army of assistants and other staffers who buzz around John and Yoko’s multiple apartments at the Dakota, much of it taking place in the building’s crypt-like sub-basement. It’s the dead of winter and there’s no heating in this underground catacomb, which once served as the Dakota’s stables back when New York was a horse-and-buggy town but which in more recent years has been converted into storage stalls for its well-to-do tenants. It’s so cold and dank, I can see my breath as I sift through John and Yoko’s vast collection of artifacts. My fingers are numb as I jot down descriptions of every item I can identify in a growing series of notebooks that will eventually be transcribed and printed into two five-hundred-page bound volumes.

I did not ask for this task. I certainly did not want it. For one thing, I live 2,500 miles from the Dakota, in Los Angeles, where I host a late-night radio interview show. Taking stock of John’s possessions means multiple cross-country trips, which even for a relatively young man like me—I’m in my mid-thirties at this point—can get pretty exhausting.

But Yoko asked me to do it, and I have rarely been able to say no to Yoko, let alone John. It was, in fact, the story of my life, doing what John and Yoko asked of me. If only I had learned to say no—if only I’d had the strength to resist the undefinable magnetic pull both of them had on me for so many years, starting almost from the very moment, in 1971, when we first met on my radio show—I might have discovered a very different destiny for myself. I might have ended up living a more balanced, traditional existence. I might have married, had children, or even made some ordinary friends who didn’t hold extraordinary secrets I had to keep from the prying eyes of the entire world.

If friends are even the right word for John and Yoko.

THE English language contains some 170,000 words, and yet I’ve never come across a single one of them that fully describes the odd contours and strange angles that made up my relationship with John and Yoko. Over the nine years that I spent with John before his death—and the forty more with Yoko afterwards—I played many parts in the sometimes puzzling, occasionally maddening, always complex dramas they scripted for the three of us. I was a trusted confidant, a fixer of problems, a media rep (although I was never officially employed by either until after John’s death), an investigator, a sounding board, a traveling mate, a connection to the outside world, a sometime babysitter (not for their young son, Sean, but for John, who tended to need one more), and, above all else, a 24-7 tele-companion who spent literally hundreds of hours on the phone with them in epic transcontinental conversations that could go on for six or seven hours at a stretch.

I knew how I felt about both John and Yoko: I loved them like family. I’d like to say they felt a similar familial attachment to me—I hope they did—but, again, I was never completely sure what their true feelings were. All I knew was that when they called—which they did constantly—I felt compelled to answer. In the years we were together, nobody spoke with them more than I did. I’ll never know exactly why mine was the number they so frequently dialed, but I know I always did my best to be a true friend to them both. Even at the most challenging times, I was there for John and Yoko, refusing to take sides, telling them truths that could sometimes be hard to hear. They trusted me, and I trusted them in return. It was a relationship and responsibility that was almost always a joyous one. But for the past few months, it’s been a heavy one.

At this moment, in February 1981, at Yoko’s request, the function I am performing in the middle of the night is archivist and scrivener.

I am performing it with robot-like dispassion, or at least as close to it as I can muster. It’s the only way I can handle the horror of the job, the finding and examining—the touching—of John’s left-behind belongings, all that remains of the man who for so long had been at the center of my world and of my heart.

As agonizing as it is, though, it is vital work. In the days and weeks after John’s death, I spend a lot of time in New York helping Yoko deal with the logistical fallout of his murder: talking to the press, the police, and the swarms of opportunists who suddenly descend upon their estate. As I bustle about their apartments—they owned two massive units on the Dakota’s seventh floor, as well as several others dotted around the building—I begin to notice that some of John’s effects are disappearing. Not the overtly valuable stuff, nothing that would draw much attention, but small personal items that wouldn’t immediately be missed. For instance, John kept a small cassette player and radio on a night table in their bedroom so he could listen to music or lectures. One day, it simply isn’t there any longer.

I begin to suspect that a thief is among us.

These minor larcenies are, I suppose, predictable: anything John possessed or even merely touched is imbued with extraordinary financial value, especially since his death. A simple doodle he might have scratched out on a notepad could suddenly be worth a great deal of money. Other more meaningful items—like, say, the five volumes of his personal diaries he kept hidden under his bed—would obviously be priceless beyond measure, which we would later learn the hard way when they actually were stolen. Understandably, Yoko doesn’t want John’s belongings bartered on the black market, which is one of the reasons she asks me to catalogue everything I can find that he owned.

And so I adjust the wool scarf around my neck, which does little to ward off the damp, bone-chilling air in the Dakota basement, and continue my work. The lighting here is terrible and the flickering of the fluorescent bulbs dangling from the ceiling is giving me a headache. The Dakota is a beautiful old Renaissance Revival–style building, but it is, frankly, a bit foreboding—it’s no accident that Roman Polanski chose its exteriors for Mia Farrow’s apartment in Rosemary’s Baby—particularly late at night and especially in these dungeon-like lower floors. After three or four hours, I decide I’ve had enough. I gather my notebooks and head to the old elevator that will carry me back to the warmth and relative comfort of the seventh floor, where I’ll continue my late-night cataloguing by opening every door, drawer, and cabinet I can find in John and Yoko’s sprawling apartments.

In one closet, I discover some of John’s old costumes: the ornate British Army–inspired uniform he wore on the cover of the Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album and the Chesterfield suit he and his fellow band mates were garbed in during their first appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show. I write them down in my notebooks. In another apartment there is a group of black steel filing cabinets where I find a folder packed with old love notes to Yoko written while John was studying with the Maharishi in India, and another filled with scores of old Polaroid photos. (John was an early adopter of instant photography, shooting some of the world’s first selfies, including, for some reason, many of his own feet.) Those I catalogue as well.

Some of the items I uncover seem to me bizarre, even alien. For instance, I have no idea at first what to make of the sawed-in-half furniture I find in the basement—half a chair, half a table—as well as an all-white chess set with all-white pieces. It’s only later that I learn that these objects had been part of several of Yoko’s art exhibits, including her famous Half-A-Wind Show at the Lisson Gallery in West London in 1967.

In an unsecured room in one of their apartments, I find John’s priceless collection of guitars. I count them all—including a Rickenbacker 325, a Yamaha Dragon, a Gibson J-160E, a Fender Telecaster, and an Ovation Legend—and jot them into my notebook. (Later, I’ll slip a note under Yoko’s bedroom door urging her to add a more robust lock to the room.)

During one especially memorable excavation, I stumble upon cardboard boxes filled with hundreds of cassette tapes containing hours of never-before-heard recordings: John taping himself at the piano as he teased out the music to some of his most famous tunes; his musings as he worked through the lyrics, rehearsal recordings, and acoustic songs in varying stages of development; interviews, lectures, and some of John’s recollections of his childhood in Liverpool, presumably for an autobiography that he never got around to writing. Years later, with Yoko’s permission, I’ll broadcast many of these historic recordings in a 219-episode weekly radio show, The Lost Lennon Tapes. It will air nationally on the Westwood One Radio Network and millions will tune in to what may well be the world’s very first (and certainly longest) bonus track.

My central headquarters while undertaking this massive cataloguing operation is a bedroom in the main residence. In fact, it’s the very bedroom where John and Yoko slept and spent most of their lives together in the Dakota, and where I would sometimes sit with them, slouched in a white wicker chair by their bed—a large mattress on a slab of plywood resting on two vintage church pews—whiling away long nights in discussions about everything from history to metaphysics. For obvious reasons, Yoko now avoids the space; she moved into another bedroom after his murder. That is the very reason I choose it as my home base for this assignment. Once their private inner sanctum, it’s become a nondescript, little-visited guest room, the most secluded spot on the seventh floor.

Yoko has had most of the bedroom furniture removed, although, for reasons she never explains, she leaves my wicker chair in the corner, where it’s always been. It’s odd to see such a familiar area stripped so coldly bare, but I quickly fill the room with desks and other office fixtures. I install VHS cameras, microphones, tape recorders, and a slew of monitors, turning the bedroom into a home audio-video studio designated solely for the purpose of conducting the inventory. I want to make absolutely sure that I document my work visually and audibly throughout the cataloguing process, so every single item I find is eventually brought into this room and captured on tape. I’m aware that my diligence in this regard is raising eyebrows among some of Yoko’s staffers—they think I’m going dramatically overboard—but I believe it is essential that this process be flawlessly transparent, especially considering all the possessions that have already gone missing since John died.

On this particular blizzardy night in February, it’s so quiet in the bedroom turned studio, I can practically hear the snow falling outside the window. I sit down in the wicker chair and rub my weary eyes, thinking about what I’ve found over these long hours, particularly, for some reason, John’s many pairs of eyeglasses. When I peered through them, I got to see the world through John’s highly myopic eyes, and now I can’t help but consider the possibility that his terrible eyesight might have been one of the keys to his genius. Perhaps his blurry view of the world allowed him to see the universe with a lucidity that eluded better-sighted mortals. Maybe he perceived a side of reality—beautiful, surreal, and fantastical—that was hidden to those of us cursed with 20/20 vision.

But then, out of the edge of my own eyes, I spot an object in the room, tucked away in a corner, that snaps me out of my musings. It’s something I usually go out of my way to ignore, something I have been avoiding dealing with for weeks, since the day representatives from Roosevelt Hospital delivered it to the Dakota, handing it over as gingerly as fine crystal. It’s a twin-ply paper bag, folded at the top and heavily stapled. Inside are the clothes John was wearing the day he was killed—a pair of pants, a black leather jacket, a blood-soaked shirt, and, hauntingly, a pair of blood-spattered eyeglasses—along with a few items he was carrying in his pockets.

I do not catalogue these items. I cannot bring myself to open the bag, let alone videotape what’s inside. In fact, I deliberately pretend it’s not there. But on this night, for reasons unknown, I allow myself to stare for a second or so too long. It’s a big mistake.

The bag plunges my imagination into dark, twisted places. Although I was a continent away the moment John was murdered, puttering around my small house in Laurel Canyon, I can see in my mind’s eye his final moments. I visualize the assailant, the deranged twenty-five-year-old Catcher in the Rye fan turned murderer, as he takes a combat stance and fires his Charter Arms .38. I imagine how the illegal hollow-point bullets he had acquired ripped through John’s body, tearing parts of his torso to shreds. I can hear the sounds of Yoko’s screams, the shattering of glass, the thud of John’s face hitting the hard pavement as he stumbled to the ground.

I wallow in these nauseating visions for way too long, unable to shake them from my head as I stare at that stapled bag in the corner. Like a tragic character in an Edgar Allan Poe story, I’m all but mesmerized by this telltale sack of horrors—until, after who knows how many minutes, I somehow notice that the heavy brass knob on the door to the bedroom is slowly turning. I stare at it as it moves bit by bit, almost imperceptibly, like in a scene from a classic noir movie thriller. This is extremely unusual. Nobody ever comes into this room anymore except for me, certainly not at this late hour. I sit up straight, my heart starting to race, watching as the door begins to open in what seems like slow motion.

In the darkness of the hallway, I can’t quite make out what it is. At first, I wonder if it’s a child: the silhouette is tiny, barely a whisp of a person. For a second, I entertain the notion that it’s a ghost. The Dakota has a long history of hauntings; the poltergeist of a long-dead young girl bouncing a ball in its hallways has been reported on multiple occasions, once by John himself. But then she takes a step into the room.

“Hello, Elliot,” she says in a soft whisper.

She looks nothing like the Yoko you’ve seen in magazines or on television, the edgy, avant-garde artiste with the wraparound sunglasses. She’s wearing a housecoat and slippers, her long black hair is a tangled mess, and she seems even more diminutive than usual. Since John’s death, she’s hardly been eating; she’s so thin and frail, it’s alarming. And while, like me, she’s always been something of a nocturnal animal, she hasn’t been sleeping much, either, which may explain why she’s wandering around the seventh floor at four in the morning looking like an actual apparition.

“Hello, Yoko,” I respond after I regain my composure. “Are you okay?”

Her expression, which has never been particularly easy to read, is almost completely blank. She stands at the doorway for the longest moment, surveying the room, until her gaze finally settles in my general direction. Part of me wants to rush up to her to give her a hug—she really looks like she could use one—but Yoko is not remotely a hugger. She is rarely demonstrably affectionate.

“No,” she says, “I don’t need anything, Elliot.”

There’s another long pause while we silently, awkwardly stare at each other.

“Yoko?” I finally ask her. “Can I get you anything?”

She lets slip the barest hint of a grin. “I just wanted to say hello,” she says.

Then she steps back out the door into the dark hallway, leaving me alone to ponder, as I have so often in the years I’ve known her, the enigma of Yoko Ono’s smile.
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ONE

Laurel Canyon, 1970

Once upon a time, there was a place called Laurel Canyon.

It’s still around, of course. Turn north off Sunset onto Laurel Canyon Boulevard, steer up the hill for about a mile, past the Canyon Country Store, and you’ll wind up in a neighborhood that continues to go by that name.

But it’s not Laurel Canyon. Not the Laurel Canyon I knew back in the 1970s.

Every couple of decades or so, certain geographical points become epicenters of creativity, inspiration, and invention. Paris in the 1920s. Chicago in the 1930s. New York in the 1950s. And in the 1970s, the spot on the planet that seemed to magnetically attract the world’s best and brightest artists, especially in the music industry, was this deceptively quiet enclave nestled like a secret garden between the San Fernando Valley and what was then the wheezing heart of old Hollywood.

When I moved to the neighborhood in the late 1960s, I had no idea what I was about to experience. I was a young broadcaster in my twenties, bouncing from job to job at various L.A. radio stations, collecting unemployment checks between gigs, and I needed a cheap place to live. At the time, Laurel Canyon was the city’s bohemian district, poor cousin to Benedict and Coldwater Canyons, which were closer to ritzy Beverly Hills. The modest two-story house I ultimately settled into on Oak Court—then a dead-end dirt road—cost me all of $300 a month. It was tiny, maybe nine hundred square feet, with a kitchenette barely big enough to boil an egg, and it was perched so high up on the edge of a steep slope you had to climb a mountain of rickety steps to get to it. Fortunately, the landlord had installed a “hillevator”—a sort of open-air electric tram—that shuttled you from street level to the house’s front door. Or at least, it did when it was working.

What drew me to the area—aside from its affordability—was its charming rustic ambiance. It was a short five-minute drive up the hill from the Sunset Strip, which even back then was a honking, teeming hive of urban activity. But once you got to the top of the road, you suddenly found yourself in a magical forest enveloped under a canopy of elderberry and eucalyptus trees. A mile below, it was traffic lights, fender benders, exhaust fumes, and police sirens. Up here, it was hummingbirds, butterflies, and bunnies, a pastoral sanctuary where the calming scent of jasmine (and oftentimes marijuana) perfumed the air.

Over those first few months, as I walked my new neighborhood with my then best friend—an Irish setter pup I named after one of my favorite childhood movie characters, Shane—I began to realize that there was much more to Laurel Canyon than a bucolic place to hang one’s hat. For one thing, virtually everyone’s door was always open, literally and figuratively. Despite the grisly Manson murders just a year earlier in nearby Benedict Canyon—a tragedy that spread fear and paranoia throughout Los Angeles—this was still a veritable paradise. Strangers not only smiled at me and said hello—or flashed a peace sign—as we passed each other on the narrow streets, but sometimes they’d stop for a bit of conversation and even invite me into their homes for a bite to eat. Granted, it was a different, more trusting time—the era of love beads, bell-bottoms, and free-range hairstyles—but even back in the late ’60s and early ’70s, this extra level of friendliness was astonishing.

For another thing, there was almost always music drifting from the open windows of just about every house and cottage. And not just any old music, but thrilling new sounds, angelic harmonies and funky folksy riffs. When I started meeting and befriending the locals—people like Joni Mitchell, Linda Ronstadt, Carole King, David Crosby, and Stephen Stills, to name just a few of my immediate neighbors—it slowly began to dawn on me that I was not living in a normal residential zone. I had moved smack into the middle of a burgeoning musical renaissance.

A handful of the inhabitants were already celebrities. Micky Dolenz, who lived in a big house on Horse Shoe Canyon Road, and David Cassidy, who lived on Cole Crest Drive, both had hit TV shows in 1970—The Monkees and The Partridge Family. But many of the future musical superstars living in Laurel Canyon had not yet achieved the global fame that they would soon enjoy. Some, like Frank Zappa, another nearby neighbor, had already landed their first record deals. Others were still struggling to find their sound and make their rent. But, to me, all of them, famous or not, were merely the folks next door, my startlingly affable neighbors.

One thing almost everyone had in common in Laurel Canyon was that we were all transplants to the neighborhood: we had made a conscious choice to move here from a variety of far-flung origins. Zappa came from Baltimore. Mitchell was raised in Canada. Ronstadt hailed from Arizona. My own journey began in New York City. My dad, an immigrant from Poland, had worked his way up through the garment business and started his own company manufacturing plus-sized ladies’ coats and suits. He made a decent enough living to afford a small but comfortable two-bedroom apartment—my younger sister and I shared one of them—in Washington Heights, which back in the 1950s was something of a starter neighborhood for Jewish families who were taking their first tentative steps into the middle class.

I was, to put it mildly, an unlikely candidate for a career in radio. For one thing, around the time I turned fifteen, I developed a severe stutter. Making my speech even more inelegant, I also had a strong New York accent. I was much smaller and slighter than most of my classmates, which, combined with my speech difficulties, put a bull’s-eye on me for bullies, making me even more shy and awkward around strangers. The idea of speaking in front of others, even to small groups in classrooms, was terrifying. Indeed, as a teenager I had nightmares about it. I was also developing what would become lifelong insomnia, so sleep was increasingly rare.

Nevertheless, despite all those obstacles, the only thing in the world I wanted to be was a broadcaster.

I suppose it was precisely because of my adolescent isolation that I was drawn to radio and television. My only friends back then were on the airwaves. I spent countless hours as a kid listening to monologist Jean Shepherd spinning hypnotic spontaneous narratives on WOR Radio. When I was just a bit older, I became one-sided buddies with Jack Paar. I was watching NBC the night in 1960 when he famously walked off The Tonight Show; it traumatized me for days, as if I really had lost a best pal. Fortunately, my chum David Susskind remained on the air, hosting a local 11:00 p.m. television talk show called Open End. There was no stop time for the program: it kept going until the guests had run out of conversation. Perfect viewing for a budding young night owl.

One day, as I was getting ready to graduate high school, I told my father about my future career plans.

“Pop,” I said, “I’m going into radio.”

He sat back in his chair at the kitchen table and smiled.

“That’s a good business,” he replied in his Yiddish-tinged accent, patting my knee. “That appliance store on 181st Street—always busy. People always need to get those things fixed.”

“Pop,” I corrected him, “I’m not going to repair them; I’m going to be inside them. I’m going to be one of the people you hear on the radio. I’m going to be a broadcaster.”

He looked at me as if I’d just told him I was joining the astronaut program.

I applied to nine different colleges with broadcasting departments and was accepted by only one: Los Angeles City College. So, in the summer of ’63, I packed a bag, got on an airplane for the first time in my life, and turned up on its Hollywood campus with a stutter and a New York accent. And $300 for tuition.

They quickly put me through my paces, taught me how to look into a camera and make eye contact, how to do sportscasts and weather reports, and how to spin records and conduct interviews. (I enjoyed that last one the most.) Also, how to speak without a stutter or an accent.

The homework in this last area was a series of brutal but surprisingly effective breathing and talking exercises. I would come back from classes—I was leasing a tiny room between Sunset and Hollywood—lie down on the floor, put an eighteen-pound typewriter on my solar plexus, stick out my tongue, and say “Ahhhh” for as long as I could inhale and exhale. It didn’t take too long before both my accent and stutter were beaten into submission.

I’d only been in school for about two or three months when I stumbled into the biggest break of my career, which, as it happened, occurred on one of the worst days in American history. We were attending classes on November 22, 1963, when the announcement came over the school speakers that President Kennedy had been shot; students were instructed to go home. Most did, but a small group of us broadcasting kids headed to our department’s bungalow and huddled around a black-and-white TV to watch Walter Cronkite’s reportage of the assassination. A few hours into the newscast, the first photos of Lee Harvey Oswald started flashing onto the screen.

“That’s Lee!” I heard one of my classmates exclaim. “I was in the Marines with that guy!”

I don’t know how, during that horrible, tragic day, I had the presence of mind to recognize the massive opportunity that had just fallen into my lap. But I took my classmate—his name was Roland Bynum—into another room, sat down with him, and turned on my tape recorder. Honestly, it wasn’t the most in-depth interview of my career—I was still very much a news radio novice—but it was definitely the most auspiciously timed. When I finished, I took the tape back to my one-room apartment and placed a call to the biggest local radio news station in L.A.

“Hi, my name is Elliot and I go to L.A. City College, and I just did an interview with a man who served in the Marine Corps with Lee Harvey Oswald,” I told whoever answered the phone. “Would you like the tape?”

Within what seemed like a hundredth of a second, a courier turned up on a motorcycle to retrieve the recording. A few hundredths of a second later, my interview was being broadcast across the city. My phone started ringing off the hook, with outlets around the world reaching out. By the time the sun set that day, my little exclusive was airing nationally on the CBS Evening News.

I spent the next couple of years at L.A. City College honing my craft, becoming especially adept at the art of celebrity booking. I landed an interview with Jayne Mansfield—who back then was being presented by the studios as the new Marilyn Monroe—by pestering her agent with relentless letters and even acquiring a map to the stars’ homes and writing one to Mansfield herself. She must have read my letter, because one day, while I was at home, warming up a bowl of split pea soup on my hot plate, my phone rang. I was astonished to hear her voice on the other end. She not only agreed to the interview but invited me to a party at her house in Beverly Hills. Not long after that, I spotted Sal Mineo at a bar in Hollywood where I’d gone to cover a stage hypnotist. I landed an interview with the Rebel Without a Cause actor as well. In fact, Sal and I ended up becoming close friends.

After I graduated from City College, I set out to look for my first real job in radio. I found one at a listener supported station called KPFK, which on the face of it didn’t necessarily seem like a perfect fit for me. Back then, listener-supported radio appealed mostly to older people, so KPFK played a lot of harpsichord music. Sometimes it would broadcast lectures on bird-watching. But I had a plan for the station, which I pitched during my job interview.

“Look,” I said, “I know I’m only a kid and I just got out of school, but I have an idea for a telephone talk show for teenagers. I want to interview people that teens are interested in, like rock stars. I could do it three nights a week, from ten p.m. to two a.m. We’d call it Looking in with Elliot Mintz.”

The station manager gave me the same skeptical look my father had in our kitchen but for some reason said yes—and that’s how, at twenty-one, I became the youngest radio talk show host in America.

I focused my interviews at KPFK on the musicians and artists that nobody else would book, which in those days was pretty much everyone in the counterculture. Remember, this was when the three broadcast networks—ABC, NBC, and CBS—had a stranglehold on the airwaves. Nobody was interviewing rock stars and beat poets, not on radio and certainly not on TV. Johnny Carson was never going to invite Frank Zappa or Allen Ginsberg as guests. For a while, I was the only game in town.

It was, I have to admit, a pretty cushy gig, especially for an insomniac. Since my show was a late-night program, I would get home from work at around 3:00 a.m., smoke a joint, read a book, relax, go to bed, and sleep till noon. Then I’d drift into the station in the afternoon and plan my night’s programming. For this not-so-grueling labor, I was paid the handsome sum of $65 a week, just enough to afford my first car, a used 1964 Morris Minor, for which I paid $300. Best of all, my show rapidly began attracting an audience, which wasn’t all that surprising given the youthquake rumbling across the country at the time. I was hardly becoming famous—fame was never my goal anyway—but I was getting noticed within the broadcasting community.

In fact, before long, I was approached by a bigger commercial radio station, KLAC, which offered me much better money—$300 a week—for essentially the same job, being the host of a talk show aimed at young listeners. And so it went for the next few years as I climbed L.A.’s radio station food chain, landing different jobs, sometimes stumbling and losing them, but always ultimately finding another, until I eventually ended up on KLOS, the station where, in the fall of 1971, I would conduct what would turn out to be the most consequential interview of my life.

Although I was primarily a talk show host and not a DJ, part of my job was to stay abreast of the latest music releases so I could keep my guest list fresh and interesting. A lot of the people I interviewed on my shows were friends. One of the advantages of moving to that little house with the hillevator in Laurel Canyon was that the neighborhood provided an endless source of potential interviewees; I could book a guest just by walking my dog around the block and seeing who I’d bump into. But I also spent many hours sitting at home by my turntable with stacks of new vinyl releases—the record companies sent me twenty to thirty every week—listening for a voice that pricked up my ears.

On that day in September 1971, I found one.

I knew, of course, who Yoko Ono was; everybody did. She was John Lennon’s wife, a somewhat divisive figure back then—and still today—who many people blamed (unfairly) for busting up the Beatles.

Full disclosure: I was never a Beatles superfan. I obviously appreciated their music, understood their staggering genius, and acknowledged their enormous contribution to pop culture. But I was raised on Elvis. Presley was king during my formative teen years, so I felt more connected to “Jailhouse Rock” than “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” Indeed, by the time With the Beatles arrived in America, I had already left home and was studying at City College. (In fact, in what may have been the worst-timed releases in music industry history, the album dropped the same day Kennedy was shot.)

Still, I’d admired John and Yoko as cultural figures even before the Beatles broke up in 1970. I had followed the extensive reporting of their “bed-ins for peace” in 1969, when the two of them, just after getting married, camped out in their pajamas in hotel rooms in Amsterdam and Montreal and held free-form discussions with members of the world press about ending the then raging war in Vietnam. Aside from being incredibly brave politically—John and Yoko both had spots of honor on Nixon’s enemies list and were regularly surveilled by the FBI—I respected their inspired public relations sleight of hand. They got the press to carry their message—in this case, the senselessness of the bloodshed in Southeast Asia—by inviting them to their honeymoon. Brilliant.

But on this portentous fall afternoon, as I plucked Yoko’s Fly from the stacks of new releases I’d just received from the record companies, I gave her another look. How could I not? Filling the album’s front cover was an arresting close-up photograph of Yoko’s face, a distorted double-exposed
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