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For Kyoko Ono and Sean Ono Lennon




AUTHOR’S NOTE

PORTIONS OF THIS BOOK WERE previously published in magazine articles I wrote or cowrote, including “The Playboy Interview with John Lennon and Yoko Ono,” “The Betrayal of John Lennon,” “The Night Steve Jobs Met Andy Warhol,” “Yoko Ono: How She Is Holding Up,” and others and in my book All We Are Saying: The Last Major Interview with John Lennon and Yoko Ono.

Over the years, I conducted many hours of interviews with Yoko for those articles and other projects. I also spent countless more hours talking with her about her life and work. In this book, if sources of Yoko’s quotes aren’t otherwise noted, they’re from our conversations.

For clarity, I cleaned up and tightened some of the quotes and edited and condensed some of the interviews with Yoko, John, and others.




PROLOGUE Cut Piece

ON THE EVENING OF MARCH 21, 1965, New York’s Carnegie Recital Hall was packed. The audience had gathered for a concert by the artist Yoko Ono, a rising star in the international avant-garde art and music scene.

Yoko walked onto the stage and sat in seiza posture, her legs folded beneath her body. Seiza —“proper sitting”—is the formal sitting position in Japan. It indicates deference.

Yoko was thirty-two years old, with long black hair parted on the side and tied back in a low bun. She was dressed all in black. Besides the artist, the stage was empty except for a pair of scissors on the floor in front of her.

Yoko was performing a work called “Cut Piece.” The audience was invited to come onto the stage one at a time and cut off a piece of her clothing. People were at first diffident and polite when they approached Yoko and wielded the scissors. They trimmed material from the sleeve, neckline, and hem of her sweater and skirt.

But according to artist and filmmaker Eleanor Antin, who was in attendance, “The atmosphere changed to dark and unpleasant when several young men… started taking off large parts of her skirt and sweater, disclosing her bra, and getting back in line after each of their cuts. They couldn’t stop laughing. I recall [the artist] Carolee Schneemann going up to one of them and slapping him in the face, which didn’t faze him one bit. He was after Yoko—the offered sacrifice.”

A man approached and stood over Yoko, mulling where to cut. “It’s very delicate,” he said. “It might take some time.” After cutting away her slip and exposing her bra, he cut the bra straps. Someone in the audience remarked, “He’s getting carried away.” A woman called out, “For God’s sake, stop being such a creep!” There was trepidation in Yoko’s eyes.

Antin recalled, “Yoko made a slight gesture towards the wings, and the curtain immediately closed on her before her breast could be revealed. The piece was over.”



AT THE DEBUT PERFORMANCE OF “Cut Piece,” in Kyoto in 1964, a man mimed stabbing Yoko. The year after the New York performance, she presented it in London, where a group of predatory men rushed the stage and, within minutes, cut off her dress, then her underclothes, leaving her naked.

Schneemann later remarked, “It was an extremely dangerous piece, especially in the moment when it was done, because there was no sense of feminist presence or barriers.… Vile things were in the air then, so she was challenging those very dark impulses in this vulnerable position—and that was the indelible power of it.”

In 2020, more than half a century after “Cut Piece” was first performed, the New York Times identified it as “one of the twenty-five most influential works of American protest art since World War II.”



LIKE “CUT PIECE,” THE SCORES for many of Yoko’s works took the form of poetic instructions for actions and events. Sometimes she executed them herself, but the instructions for her “unfinished” works could be completed by anyone, and some, like “Cut Piece,” required the participation of the viewer or listener. Inviting the audience to join in making a work of art challenged the very idea of what art was. At that time, almost every artist in every medium presented finished work, whether images, objects, plays, poems, or symphonies, but many of Yoko’s scores asked the audience to complete them by performing physical or mental actions. For “Fly Piece,” with the single-word instruction “Fly,” people could come onto the stage and “fly” by jumping off ladders—or they could fly in their minds. For “Whisper Piece,” a work about the fragility of human communication, the audience played the child’s game of telephone. “Bag Piece” instructed participants to get into a cloth bag, in which they could do whatever they wanted—remove their clothes, dance, meditate, take a nap. The meaning, according to Yoko: “All of us are in a bag, you know. The point was the outline of the bag, the movement of the bag: how much we see of a person. Inside there might be a lot going on. Or maybe nothing’s going on.” “Earth Piece,” which Yoko composed in 1963, was a deceptively simple instruction: “Listen to the sound of the Earth turning.” I invite you to try it now. Put down this book and experience an Ono composition: Listen to the sound of the Earth turning.

The artist and musician Laurie Anderson observed, “Yoko had this revolutionary idea that art happens mainly in your head, which is where her work manifests.” And art historian and curator Reiko Tomii said, “She is a conceptual artist who said, ‘You don’t need an object or material to create art.’ Basically, all you need is your mind. You can construct a painting in your head. In your mind, you can create an event.” It was a new concept of what art could be and who could make it.



YOKO CREATED THE FIRST OF her imagination exercises when she was twenty, but their roots go back to her childhood. She was born in Tokyo, a daughter of the Yasuda dynasty. The Yasudas were among the wealthiest, most influential families in Japanese business. As a child, she lived a life of extreme privilege—servants, elite schools, palatial summer and winter homes—until it was interrupted by war.

On the night of March 9, 1945, when Yoko was twelve, the United States dropped 1,665 tons of incendiary bombs on Tokyo. Much of the city was incinerated, and at least one hundred thousand people were killed. Her father was in Hanoi. Her mother and siblings hid in a bomb shelter dug into the garden of their mansion, but Yoko was sick with a fever and couldn’t be moved from her bedroom. She watched the bombs fall—heard the whistling, the explosions; felt the earth shake—and she watched the city burn.

Yoko’s mother decided to evacuate her children to a farming village in Nagano Prefecture, where she bought a small home. It wasn’t fully constructed; the ceiling was unfinished. Money was worthless and food was scarce.

In Nagano, Yoko was with her younger brother, Keisuke (Kei), and she felt responsible for him. “We were starving, my brother looking extremely sad. I remember thinking, ‘Why don’t we make a menu that would really make us feel good?’ ” Yoko told Kei, “How about starting with ice cream?” She went on: “Lying on our backs, looking up at the sky through an opening in the roof, we exchanged menus in the air and used our powers of visualization to survive.”

“We made those menus; we imagined the food,” Kei said. “That was my sister’s first conceptual art piece.”



“CUT PIECE” MEANT DIFFERENT THINGS to different people. Many saw it as a feminist work about the vulnerability of women and the violence perpetrated on them.

“Canonized as one of the most chilling, spellbinding works of feminist art to date, ‘Cut Piece’ eloquently conveys an experience familiar to many women—that of being inside a body upon which others feel entitled to act,” according to critic Zoë Lescaze.

However, Yoko refused to be pinned down about the meaning of “Cut Piece.” For her, the work was about anything anyone said it was. That was the point of her unfinished art. She created the pieces and the audience activated them. She gave them away in the moment of performance, relinquishing them as she relinquished her clothing in “Cut Piece.” They became the property of whoever took them, and the new owner could ascribe any meaning (or no meaning).

Still, over time Yoko would also characterize “Cut Piece” as a spiritual act about the power of giving that was inspired by a story about an incarnation of the Buddha who gave away his possessions and became enlightened. At other times she said it was about vulnerability, trust, and a call for peace. Of her experience while performing the piece, she wrote, “I felt kind of like I was praying. I also felt that I was willingly sacrificing myself.” Once she said, “When I do the ‘Cut Piece,’ I get into a trance, and so I don’t feel too frightened.” But she admitted that despite her defiant stoicism, sometimes her body shook. The audience couldn’t tell she was afraid; she was adept at internalizing fear and projecting confidence because she’d been doing it since she was a child, in bed, watching through the window as Tokyo burned.




INTRODUCTION Ocean Child

THOUSANDS OF BOOKS AND ARTICLES have been written about John Lennon and the Beatles, and in most of them, Yoko Ono is a caricature, a curiosity, or even a villain—an inscrutable seductress, a manipulating con artist, and a caterwauling fraud who hypnotized Lennon and broke up the greatest band in history. The Lennon/Beatles saga is one of the greatest stories ever told, but Yoko’s part has been hidden in the band’s formidable shadow and further obscured by flagrant misogyny and racism.

When Yoko met John, he was at the height of his unprecedented fame. John once quipped that the Beatles were more popular than Jesus. It was only a slight exaggeration.

When John met Yoko, she had also attained a measure of fame, negligible compared to Lennon’s but she was ascending in the international avant-garde art world. She became half of “John and Yoko,” the world’s most famous couple—musicians, artists, and peaceniks—the “wondrous mystic prince from the rock ’n’ roll world dabbling… with this strange Oriental woman,” as Lennon described the public’s perception of “the missus” and himself.

Her vilification began immediately. Beatles fans stood vigil outside Apple, the Beatles headquarters in London, and, when Yoko appeared, they screamed at her to go back to her own country. She was called an “ugly Jap.”

Racist and sexist comments came from the press, fans, the Beatles’ circle, and the other Beatles. The musician and artist Klaus Voormann, a friend of and collaborator with the group, said, “Bitch was how Yoko was referred to by the men she threatened—and she threatened the lot of them.” John had Yoko come with him to the recording studio when the Beatles worked, and in 2021, Paul McCartney admitted to interviewer Terry Gross, “We were not too keen on it at all because it was like, ‘Who is this? And why is she sitting on my amp?’ ” By the early 1970s, Yoko was, according to TV talk-show host Dick Cavett, “one of the most controversial ladies since the Duchess of Windsor.” More recently, journalist Ray Connolly updated the Buckingham Palace reference, saying, “Meghan Markle’s treatment when she got together with Prince Harry was nothing compared to the hatred directed at Yoko when she got together with John.”

Details of her independent life and work were mostly deemed unimportant; she was irrelevant except for the impact she had on Lennon and his band. As a result, most people’s impressions of her come from the tired, sensational, and fictitious versions of the story that began when she met John and ended with his murder, a period of just fourteen of her ninety-plus years.



HER STORY BEGINS IN TOKYO. As a child, Yoko experienced material privilege but suffered from emotional poverty; her parents were distant and dismissive. Not only were they unavailable, they isolated her from other children. She was taught that she was too good for them and they’d take advantage of her. She craved love and connection, but those needs were never fulfilled in her youth, and in response she built walls between herself and others. As she grew older, her aloofness was often seen as arrogance, but it masked a deep longing and sadness.

Much of Yoko’s personal and creative life was a direct response to her parents’ neglect and a series of traumas she endured. When war broke out in 1941, she was eight. At twelve, she experienced the horror of the firebombing of Tokyo, and the trauma continued when the family was evacuated from the capital to a village where she had to beg and barter for food. When she returned to Tokyo, the city was in ruins.

Yoko was raised in Japan and America, bifurcated, feeling alienated in both the East and the West. Growing up, she attended exclusive junior and senior high schools. She excelled but was anxious, depressed, and lonely. She attempted suicide as a teenager. Ultimately, she found refuge in her imagination and in art.

She attended college in Tokyo and New York but dropped out of both. She then moved to Greenwich Village, where she helped foment a revolution in the way people thought about and made art. “She never wanted to be limited to a single art form,” according to curator, critic, and art historian Hans Ulrich Obrist. “She is a painter, poet, sculptor, filmmaker, architect, writer so she wasn’t accepted in any one of those worlds. There was even resistance in the avant-garde.” As a singer, she divided even the avant-garde world by using her voice as a wailing instrument—dissonant, moaning, screaming, reaching the depths of agony and the heights of ecstasy, which won her some fans but more scorn.

After her initial failures to connect with audiences (and another suicide attempt), she was lauded for her art in New York and London, where she met John Lennon in 1966. And while it’s true that when Yoko met John, he was already at the pinnacle of his fame, she was the artist whose work he came to see. “I’d been told about this ‘event,’ a Japanese avant-garde artist coming from America,” he said. “She was red-hot. There was going to be something about black bags, and I thought it was all gonna be sex: artsy-fartsy orgies. Great! Well, it was far out, but it was not the way I thought it was going to be.”

Yoko’s work was intentionally provocative, which was exciting for Lennon and an audience that wanted to be provoked but enraging for the mainstream audience that came to her by way of the Beatles. The year Yoko met John, the Beatles were on the record charts with pop songs like “Paperback Writer” and “Yellow Submarine”; Yoko was wailing and moaning onstage and having people get in bags. She released a film called No. 4 (Bottoms) that consisted entirely of images of naked buttocks.

John, who was miserable at the time—he felt stifled and trapped as a Beatle and unhappy in his marriage—was enchanted by the lightness and humor in Yoko’s work and moved by the pathos. He once said that he thought Yoko expressed herself so effectively—so purely—that many people couldn’t bear it. “That’s why they couldn’t take Van Gogh,” he said, “it’s too real, it hurts.”

They fell in love, and John became her greatest ally, friend, and collaborator. Yoko felt she’d found her other half. It gave her hope for a kind of happiness she hadn’t believed was possible. She’d never experienced the type of love and connection she had with John. She felt safe with him; it was a reprieve from her pain and loneliness. However, she was blindsided when she was attacked by the press and public for being with him; she was blamed and reviled when the Beatles broke up.

Wounded by public condemnation, Yoko devoted herself to what was most important to her: art, music, activism—and her husband. More than a decade of solo and collaborative work followed. Yoko’s concepts of wish fulfillment and positivity can be seen in her solo work and her collaborations with John. The songs “Imagine” and “Give Peace a Chance” sprang from her art and thinking. Her philosophies about art and activism were the bases of many of their campaigns for peace. Of the famous bed-ins, John said, “The actual peace event we staged came directly from Yoko.”

They collaborated on irreverent, funny, profound, and inspiring events, music, art, and political action—often combinations of those—and Yoko and John became arguably the most famous couple in the world. They split up for a period John termed his “lost weekend,” but they reunited and became more devoted to each other than ever. In 1975, they had a child, Sean Taro Ono Lennon, and through the late 1970s, Yoko was as content as she’d ever been in her life.

Then came the assassination heard around the world. The working-class hero was dead. Yoko had been at her beloved’s side, and she was decimated.

The murder proved to her that she’d been right all along: The world was unsafe.

And that great trauma was just the beginning. In the aftermath of John’s death, she was betrayed, robbed, and blackmailed, and her life was threatened. The journalist Barbara Graustark, who first interviewed Yoko and John for Newsweek in 1980 and later edited stories about her at the New York Times, said, “There was very much a sense of trying to go on as an artist, trying to go on with Sean, but constantly being reminded, ‘Are you going to be next? Is someone coming for you?’ ”

Even amid the barrage, Yoko never stopped working. After the murder, she embarked on a remarkably successful effort to protect John’s legacy and keep him relevant. And though her artistic endeavors would forever be eclipsed by her association with the fallen idol, she began a new phase of solo work. The myth of the girl who broke up the Beatles endured, but a parallel storyline began to emerge, a correction of the trite, sexist narrative.

A long and eclectic list of artists, musicians, critics, and historians came to recognize Yoko as a pioneer in their respective fields. The reassessment started in the art world. Since 2000, many of the world’s major museums have staged retrospectives of her work. She was presented with the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement at the Venice Biennale in 2009. Writing about her 2014 Guggenheim Bilbao exhibition, art critic Jonathan Jones asked rhetorically, “Is there any contemporary art style that she did not pioneer?” The most comprehensive retrospective yet, Yoko Ono: Music of the Mind, opened at the Tate Modern in London in 2024—when she was ninety-one. The Financial Times review was headlined “The Conceptual Art Pioneer Gets Her Due.”

Yoko’s music was also reevaluated. Reissues of her early albums, which had mostly been ignored or panned, were lauded. A diverse array of musicians praised her. Kurt Cobain called her “the first female punk rocker.” Pete Townshend observed, “She was one of the first art terrorists, combining deep morality with confrontation and shock.” In 2020, the pop singer Miley Cyrus had a note from Yoko, including her signature, tattooed on her shoulder. Kim Gordon summed it up: “Yoko is still one of the most radical musicians today. She is so ahead of her time.”

In the 2000s, remixes of Yoko’s songs were played on rotation in clubs and bars around the world, and after twelve of her records hit number one on the Billboard Dance Club chart, the New York Times crowned Yoko a “neo-disco queen.” She went on to have thirteen number-one dance hits.

Meanwhile, she continually created new music, collaborating with cutting-edge artists. Her influence was acknowledged by musicians such as Gordon, Patti Smith, Thurston Moore, Laurie Anderson, Lady Gaga. and RZA. David Byrne said, “People were focusing on the Beatles, but out there on the edge of experimental music—with John Cage and people like that—Yoko was creating a new music: these beautiful, ethereal songs and also fierce songs that indicted war and inhumanity.”

There was also a gradual shift in the way her lifetime of political action was viewed. She was an influential activist devoted to ending gun violence, combating hunger, eliminating nuclear weapons, and exposing and ending violence against women. She worked to raise awareness of and support treatment for AIDS and other diseases. She was an ardent environmentalist who celebrated nature. Mostly, she was recognized for her work for peace, more than half a century of performances, songs, poster and billboard campaigns, films, installations, protests, writings, and other advocacy. Rich Thomas wrote in Magnetic magazine, “Before there was Bono, there was Ono.”

Yoko was also acknowledged as a pioneer of feminism. She made incendiary feminist art, including controversial works like “Cut Piece,” the film Fly, and Arising, an interactive piece in which she asked women around the world to contribute stories about their suffering. Her songs “Woman Power,” “Sisters, O Sisters,” and “Angry Young Woman” became feminist anthems. Female liberation was the theme of her album Feeling the Space. Over decades, she inspired countless women. Cyndi Lauper said that when she was sixteen, Yoko opened her eyes to the way women were treated by society. “She broke the freakin’ mold of what an artist could be and what a woman could be. She was sexy, expressed herself without restraint, and she was wild. She showed me how to leave the place where people told me, Somebody has to come and fix you. She told me it was okay to be who you were—who I was.”

Finally, there was a shift in the way Yoko was perceived as a thinker. When I interviewed John in 1980, he told me, “She’s the teacher and I’m the pupil. I’m the famous one, the one who’s supposed to know everything, but she’s my teacher. She’s taught me everything I fucking know.” More people began to appreciate her for what John described as her “wisdom from another world.” “Yoko’s coming out of a hybrid Western and Eastern sense of postmysticism,” DJ Spooky—Paul D. Miller—said. “She’s a shaman. Shamans were transcendent figures who could guide you on an experience. That’s how I view her.”

Yoko suffered greatly but also experienced great joy. She offered her work with the intention of inspiring and healing. She combined art with activism, challenging individuals to take personal responsibility for global peace. Her message has been clear and consistent: Human suffering is universal but we’re resilient. Together we can change the world.



IN 1980, WHEN I WAS twenty-four and a fledgling journalist, I landed a coveted assignment: to interview Yoko and John for Playboy magazine. I just had to get them to agree to it. In answer to my telegrammed request, Yoko’s assistant called to ask when and where I had been born. The interview apparently depended on Yoko’s readings of my astrological and numerological charts.

Evidently, the stars and numbers aligned. The next day, the assistant called to say that Yoko was considering my request and would meet me, so I flew to New York from Los Angeles. As instructed, I went to the Dakota apartment building on the Upper West Side.

The storied neogothic Dakota was so named because when it was constructed, in the early 1880s, its Upper West Side location was, within New York City, remote—like the Dakota Territory. In 1980, the building, which dominates the block from Seventy-Second to Seventy-Third Street on Central Park West, was known for a movie filmed there, Roman Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby, and its celebrity residents, among them Lauren Bacall, Rudolf Nureyev, Leonard Bernstein, and, most famous of all, Yoko and John, who owned several apartments. They included the main residence, on the seventh floor, reached by a weary, groaning elevator with an ominous gargoyle that looked down on passengers. On the first floor was Studio One, Yoko’s office, and there was an apartment that served mainly as a wardrobe closet. Elton John, a friend of Yoko and John’s and godfather to their son, Sean, once sent the couple a teasing card with revised lyrics to the song “Imagine”:


Imagine six apartments

It isn’t hard to do

One is full of fur coats

Another’s full of shoes.



After passing through the building’s reception area, I found myself in Studio One. I walked through the outer office, past a wall of filing cabinets with cryptic labels—for example, APPLE, PALM BEACH, and HOLSTEIN COWS—reachable by a library ladder. There were bookshelves, framed posters, photographs, and a clock that was off by ten minutes. I removed my shoes as instructed before being escorted into Yoko’s inner office.

Yoko is about five feet tall. “It is nice to keep oneself small,” she once wrote, “like a grain of rice… make yourself dispensable, like paper.” Her black hair was tied back. Even in the dim light, she wore dark wraparound sunglasses. She smoked a Nat Sherman cigarette. The first thing she said was “You have very strong numbers.” She took a drag. “They’re good with John’s.” An assistant brought us roasted twig tea.

I took in the room. Yoko’s inner sanctum had a white carpet, a white couch, white chairs, and a sculpted white palm tree. There was a shoji screen and a piano. The walls were paneled wood and mirrored with glass cases that held Egyptian artifacts such as a grayed skull and a gold breastplate. A portrait of John and Sean, both with shoulder-length hair, hung on the wall. 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 the table. The trompe l’oeil ceiling was a painted sky.

Yoko told me about the project she and John were working on: an album—two, probably—“a dialogue between us, alternating songs, a couple talking to each other, telling a story.”

I answered her questions about my concept of the interview. Trying to convince her to agree to participate, I brought her copies of previous Playboy interviews with, for example, Martin Luther King Jr., Albert Schweitzer, Bob Dylan, and President Jimmy Carter. After leafing through them, she responded, “People like Carter represent only their country. John and I represent the world.”

Yoko told me that her reading of my astrological chart and my numbers had led her to conclude “This is a very important time for you,” and she agreed to go forward, saying, “This interview will mean more than you can comprehend now.” Then she dismissed me.

As I’d been instructed, I called her the next day, and she told me to come to the Dakota at noon. When I arrived, there was a message telling me to meet her and John at a nearby café.



THESE DAYS, JOURNALISTS ARE LUCKY to be allotted an hour or two with a movie or music star, but I spent almost three weeks with Yoko and John in September of 1980. I was with them most days from morning to night in their apartment, in Yoko’s office, in coffee shops and restaurants, in the backs of limousines, and at recording studios. We took walks along Upper West Side streets and through Central Park. I interviewed them together and individually. They never once asked to go off the record. They were affectionate with each other. John lovingly teased her; in response, she rolled her eyes.

After I completed the interview and wrote the article, I returned to California. The magazine was scheduled to hit the stands in early December, but when my editor got an advance copy, he messengered it to the Dakota. Yoko called me in Los Angeles on the morning of Sunday, December 7. She left a message on my answering machine. When I returned the call, the phone was picked up but no one spoke. I was aware that John rarely answered the telephone, and when I heard a simple whistle on the other end of the line, I said I knew it was him. We talked for a while and then Yoko got on another extension. They were pleased with the interview. Yoko repeated that it was very important. We spoke for half an hour and discussed getting together when I returned to New York. The three of us had been going through their albums, one song at a time—John’s Beatles songs, their collaborations, and their solo works, talking about their geneses and meanings—and I wanted to continue reviewing the songs we hadn’t covered yet. Then we said goodbye.

The next night I was home watching Monday Night Football. The announcer Howard Cosell interrupted the game with the news that John had been shot and killed.



IT WAS INCONCEIVABLE. JOHN WAS dead. I tried to call Yoko, but I couldn’t get through, so I packed a suitcase and caught a red-eye to New York. I took a cab to the Dakota, but it was impossible to get near the building. Thousands of people had been drawn there; the crowd spilled into Central Park. I got out and mourned with them.



I KNEW FROM OUR INTERVIEWS that Yoko and John had spent the previous five years, since Sean was born, living a quieter life than they ever had. John took on the rearing of Sean—he was the househusband—and Yoko managed the family business: their publishing companies, their stake in Apple, the Beatles record company, their legal cases, and their investments in art, antiquities, and property. At the time, their estate was rumored to be valued at one hundred and fifty million dollars. They had done some traveling, but by design, the Lennons were largely insulated. They had a handful of trusted friends but saw few others. As a result, when John died, Yoko was extremely isolated, and I became one of the people who circled the wagons around her as she struggled to survive a period she would later describe as the season of glass, when she was as fragile as glass and almost shattered.

In the years that followed, we became good friends, and I got close to Sean. I frequently visited them in New York and often stayed at the Dakota or at Yoko’s Cold Spring Harbor estate. She was a night owl. Sometimes, in person or on the phone, we’d stay up talking through the night.

I interviewed Yoko for more articles and other projects, and I worked with her a few times. In 1983, I helped produce Heart Play: Unfinished Dialogue, a spoken-word record to promote the Milk and Honey album. The following year I helped assemble artists to cover her songs for the album Every Man Has a Woman. In 2000, she wrote the introduction to All We Are Saying, a book I published based on my interview with her and John. In 2008, I published a memoir about my family coping with the drug addiction of one of my children, and she readily granted me permission to quote lyrics from a song of John’s and to borrow its title for the book: Beautiful Boy.

Over those years, I frequently traveled with Yoko. In 1987 I went with her to what was then the USSR for Mikhail Gorbachev’s peace forum. I recall when Gorbachev quoted Lennon—John Lennon, not Vladimir Ilyich Lenin—to Yoko and the afternoon she and I were walking through the Arbat, Moscow’s central thoroughfare, and Russian kids spotted her, gathered around, and sang “Imagine” in broken English. She was in tears.

I went with her and Sean to Japan. We traveled to Tokyo, Kyoto, and other cities, and I met members of her family, visited her ancestral and childhood homes, went to venues at which she’d performed before she knew John and to places they’d visited as a couple. Yoko and Sean also visited me in California. Sean came out on his own sometimes and stayed with my family. We went to Disneyland, and I took him surfing in Santa Cruz. I was often with Yoko and Sam Havadtoy, Yoko’s boyfriend from 1981 to 2000 or so. I traveled with them to Japan, London, and LA, and to visit Sean at boarding school in Geneva. I was with her during some of the hardest years of her life, including when she was betrayed by people she trusted and when her life was threatened. For a short while, she, Sean, and Sam moved from New York to live near me in San Francisco because of threats on her and Sean’s lives. I counseled her through some of those hard nights, but it was a two-way street. Yoko was a loyal friend who helped me and my family through our own turmoil. In Beautiful Boy, I tell the story of friends who helped save the life of my son, who was addicted to methamphetamine and living on the streets in San Francisco. These friends were Yoko and Sean. They brought him to stay with them in New York City and then to their upstate New York farm and got him into treatment for his addiction.

That was 2002. Yoko and I stayed in touch for more than a decade after that; I continued to see her in New York and San Francisco and we talked on the phone, but we slowly drifted apart.



I DECIDED TO WRITE HER biography in 2021. She had retired and had stopped granting interviews, but I’d interviewed her extensively over the years and knew her well. Still, I knew it would be hard to write Yoko’s story because her life was complicated—and she was. Also, our friendship created a challenge. On one hand, my relationship with Yoko would allow me to write a book no one else could write. I had been present at events that no one else knew about and I had witnessed the impact of public events on her. Because I was there, I knew when certain press accounts and gossip were true and when they weren’t. I saw sides of Yoko that others speculated about. I saw her at her worst, at her most paranoid and scared and despondent, but also at her best, when she was elated, creating, and inspired, exhibiting the kind of otherworldly wisdom John described.

But just as my friendship with Yoko allowed invaluable access and insights, it forced me to face a difficult and critical question: Can a journalist tell the truth about a friend? I wasn’t interested in presenting a whitewashed version of Yoko’s story—a friend’s filtered idealization. Neither Yoko, nor Sean, nor their representatives read the manuscript of this book. Nonetheless, books written by friends of their subjects are inherently different from ones written by dispassionate biographers. There’s a bias (I disclose mine at the outset), but many are uniquely insightful precisely because of the relationships between the authors and their subjects. I hope the reader finds that true here.

In this book, I didn’t varnish the truth to depict Yoko as either a saint or a sinner. Instead, I did my best to strip the varnish away. I did my best to accurately reconstruct events and dialogue and report what actually happened. One thing I didn’t have to do is surmise what Yoko is like. After decades of friendship, I know what she is like, and I did my best to show it.

In these pages, I expose Yoko’s missteps and failures. I reveal the depth and sources of her pain and fear. I also show her profound wisdom, wit, humor, inspiration, talent, and joy; her resilience, compassion—her triumphs and genius.

Ultimately, this book is about more than a single person. To borrow from another Beatle, it’s also a magical mystery tour through remarkable times and places. It’s about how people are hurt and how they change. It’s about survival. It’s about those who see differently and think differently and suffer because of it. It’s about art and creativity and the dream of peace.

When I look back on Yoko’s ninety-plus years, I see one of the greatest stories of our time, a harrowing, exhilarating, and inspiring journey.




PART ONE ABOVE US ONLY SKY 1933–1966




CHAPTER 1

“MY PARENTS WERE CLOSE WITH each other but not with me,” Yoko said once. “My father was very distant. When I was a child, if I wanted to see him, I would have to call his office and make an appointment. And my mother had her own life. She was beautiful and looked very young. She used to say, ‘You should be happy that your mother looks so young.’ ”

Once Yoko said, “I adored my mother, but it wasn’t reciprocated. She was too busy with her own life.”

But though Yoko was profoundly hurt by her parents’ neglect and resented them, she also expressed a kind of grudging respect for them. Of her mother, she once said, “I’m glad that my mother was that way rather than sitting around saying, ‘My whole life was for you’… because that would have been a burden. I don’t have that kind of sense of owing to her.… So in that sense, I admire her strength and intelligence. I had learned from my mother to be independent so I could survive as a person in the very high-pressure Yasuda-Ono family situation.”



YOKO WAS NOT UNDERSTATING THE pressures imposed on her by the prominent family into which she was born. The Yasudas, her mother’s side, were among the four most influential and wealthiest families in Japan from the late 1800s through World War II. The Yasuda zaibatsu—a family-owned conglomerate—included Yasuda Bank, once the largest in Japan (it became Fuji Bank). Yoko’s father was a bank executive. “My mother used to say to me, ‘Your father was only president of a bank, but my father owned one.’ ”

Isoko, Yoko’s mother, was the granddaughter of Zenjiro Yasuda, who was once thought to be the richest man in Japan, according to the New York Times. “He was often referred to as ‘the Japanese [J. P.] Morgan,’ because, like his American counterpart, he was not only excessively wealthy but controlled the wealth of others through his banks.” In addition to being a business leader, he dabbled in the arts, was devoted to Japanese traditions like the tea ceremony, and was a patron of Kabuki actors and sumo wrestlers. In his later years, Zenjiro became a philanthropist, donating the funds to build Yasuda Kōdō (Yasuda Auditorium) at the University of Tokyo and the Hibiya Open Air Concert Hall in Tokyo.

Isoko was the youngest child of Zenjiro’s eldest daughter. (Zenjiro essentially adopted her husband so his son-in-law could take the family name.) Growing up, she had the run of an immense estate in Tokyo on which she rode horses and played in expansive gardens.

It was considered unacceptable for a woman in her family to have a career, but Isoko was allowed to pursue her passions. As she grew older, she was trained in painting, traditional singing, and musical instruments. Yoko described her mother as a moga—a “modern girl.” There are photographs of Isoko wearing long, slinky dresses from Paris, strands of pearls, and bright lipstick. Her wavy hair was short and parted on the side like Greta Garbo’s. Isoko attended lavish soirees, including one in the vacation resort of Karuizawa, where her family had a home in the woodsy outskirts of town. It was there she met Eisuke Ono, who was strikingly tall, cultured, handsome—and a musician.



THE FAMILY OF YOKO’S FATHER, Eisuke, traces its roots back to an impoverished samurai whose son, educated in the United States, was successful in business and eventually became president of the Industrial Bank of Japan.

From a young age, Eisuke was a gifted pianist and hoped to become a concert pianist. As a teenager, he performed concerts and recitals and was popular among the young set who summered with their families in Karuizawa. There, at a party at the vacation home of the Yasuda family, Eisuke met Isoko.

At the time, many marriages in Japan were arranged by matchmakers, but Isoko and Eisuke fell in love. “Grandmother told me many times that she chose my grandfather over countless other men who approached her family and herself in hopes to take her hand in marriage,” Akiko Ono, Yoko’s niece, recalled. Her family disapproved. The Onos were successful—Eisuke’s father was also a bank executive—but the Yasuda fortune far surpassed the Onos’. Isoko’s family was Buddhist; his was Christian. Also, a musician was unacceptable as a son-in-law. But that objection became moot when Eisuke acceded to his father’s wish that he go into banking, reluctantly giving up his dream of being a musician. He attended Tokyo Imperial University, where he studied economics and mathematics. After graduating in 1927 at the age of twenty-five, he worked as a clerk in the Tokyo branch of Yokohama Specie Bank and rose through its ranks.

The Ono-Yasuda wedding, on November 3, 1931, was a glamorous affair attended by a who’s who of Tokyo society.

The couple moved into a mansion among foreign embassies in one of Tokyo’s most affluent neighborhoods. According to Yoko, Eisuke, rising at the bank, remained bitter that he had been pressured to abandon a career in music. Isoko tended the house, which mainly involved overseeing the more than thirty servants, and she continued to take painting and music lessons. She and Eisuke hosted glitzy parties. A member of the prestigious Sagami Country Club, Eisuke golfed three times a week.

In early February 1933, Eisuke moved to the United States to run the bank’s operation in San Francisco. Isoko stayed in Tokyo. She was eight and a half months pregnant.

Isoko and Eisuke’s daughter was born two weeks after he left, at eight thirty on the evening of February 18, 1933. She was named Yoko, which means “ocean child.”

While Eisuke was abroad, Isoko lived with her parents on a Yasuda estate in Tokyo. Yoko knew her father only as a photograph. When she went to bed, her mother would show her a picture of Eisuke and tell her to “say good night to father.”

There are family photographs and home movies that document Yoko’s earliest years. In one snapshot, she’s seated, holding a teddy bear, dressed in a onesie with a hood. In a movie, she crawls to her mother, who’s asleep. Isoko wakes up and holds her daughter, gently snuggling and bouncing her.

Contradicting those images of a tender and attentive mother, as Yoko grew older, she became aware of Isoko’s cold remove. She was glamorous, bigger than life, appearing and disappearing—out shopping, out to dinner. At parties Isoko threw, Yoko was brought out by a nanny so her mother’s friends could ooh and aah, and then she was dismissed.

Yoko said Isoko pretended to be a doting mother for the home movies she sent to Eisuke: “She never spent so much time with me as she did when she was being filmed.” Yoko said her mother “didn’t really want to admit that she was a mother. She was always saying things like, ‘Today I met so-and-so… they found out that I have children and they were so surprised! They couldn’t believe it!’ That kind of thing.”

Although she was largely hands off herself, Isoko gave Yoko’s nannies detailed instructions for her care. They were not to rock Yoko in their arms when they carried her because Isoko feared the motion would damage her brain. The staff was told not to help Yoko up if she fell. “I still remember vaguely several women in kimono staring at me without offering a hand while I was trying to get up from the ground,” she wrote. She also recalled that the nannies were instructed to disinfect the seats of train cars with cotton balls soaked in alcohol when the family traveled. “My mother was germophobic,” she continued. “As a result, I became a clean freak. Once I dropped a pencil I borrowed from a classmate sitting next to me because it was still warm from her body temperature. Even now I find it unpleasant to sit on a cushion or chair that still retains the temperature of somebody who had just been sitting there.”



    IN 1935, EISUKE SENT FOR Isoko and his daughter. Yoko was two and a half when she and her mother left Japan on the M.S. Chichibu Maru. Yoko would always remember the feeling of arriving in San Francisco—the bracing air, the light.

When Yoko and her mother disembarked, Eisuke was waiting on the dock wearing a long overcoat and a hat. He approached Isoko and kissed her. Then he noticed Yoko and gave her a perfunctory kiss. That was the first time she met her father.

As she grew older, she remembered Eisuke asking to see her hands. She held them out, and he responded curtly that they were too small for her to ever be a great pianist. “I think my hands actually shrunk when he said it,” she said.

Yoko remarked on the disparity between the child in her family’s home movies—tap dancing, playing—and her memories of loneliness and isolation. “I learned to show my parents what they wanted to see,” she told me. “I wanted them to be proud of me, to like me. But I was very unhappy.”



EISUKE SENT THE FAMILY BACK to Tokyo in 1937 when Japan went to war with China. Yoko was four and she now had a baby brother, Keisuke—Kei—who’d been born the year before.

For preschool, Isoko enrolled Yoko at Jiyū-Gakuen, the school Isoko had attended. It was a progressive school that focused on the arts, including singing and composing.

One of the teachers assigned the students to listen to sounds in the environment—the wind, birdsong—and translate them into musical notes. For Yoko, translating sounds into musical notes came naturally. Of course, she didn’t realize it at the time, but it was her introduction to conceptual art.



IN 1939, THE BANK TRANSFERRED Eisuke to its New York branch. A year later, on September 27, 1940, Japan signed the Tripartite Pact, officially allying itself with Germany and Italy. Isoko was afraid that the United States would soon stop allowing Japanese citizens to come to America, so she traveled to New York with Yoko and Kei to be with her husband.

The family lived in a suburb of New York City. Yoko, at seven, was sent to a public school. She experienced racism for the first time. “I would go to see a film and find that the baddies in the film were from Asia,” she said. “People booing in the dark. Some people threw stones at us.”

The family had to keep their house’s windows closed because the neighbors complained about the smell of Japanese food. People yelled slurs as Yoko walked down the street with her parents. It was time to leave.

The Onos returned to Japan in February 1941, when Yoko turned eight. They left the United States just in time. The following year, over a hundred thousand Japanese Americans were forced from their homes and interned in “relocation centers.”

Soon after the family returned to Tokyo, Eisuke was sent to Hanoi to be the assistant manager of the bank’s branch there. Yoko was fatherless again.



YOKO BEGAN PIANO LESSONS WHEN she was three. As she grew older, she, like Isoko, was also tutored in traditional Japanese arts, including singing, calligraphy, and painting.

Few children were deemed suitable to play with her. “It didn’t occur to me that I was supposed to play with people,” she said. “My mother felt that the family would be taken advantage of if I had any friends.”

Yoko was deeply lonely. She was alone so often that she’d ring for servants and ask for tea just so she could see another person.

Yoko survived her childhood by escaping into her imagination; her mind was her most reliable companion. She instinctively turned inward, spending hours sketching in a notebook and making up stories. She stared at the clouds and daydreamed. She found peace and safety in the constancy of the sky.




CHAPTER 2

ON DECEMBER 7, 1941, JAPAN attacked Pearl Harbor. The following day, December 8, the United States declared war on Japan. Eisuke was in Hanoi, where he’d become the bank’s branch manager. Yoko was eight years old. She didn’t understand what her father was doing; she knew only that he was gone. Eisuke had been absent for much of Yoko’s life, but this was different. How could he have abandoned his wife and children—there was Yoko, Kei, and now a baby sister, Setsuko—during this dangerous time?

The war was confusing for a Japanese family with close ties to the United States. “Only a few months before that I was going to [an American] school pledging allegiance to the flag every morning,” she said.

Initially, school in Japan continued uninterrupted, and Isoko did her best to carry on as if nothing had changed. However, by 1945 America was bombing Tokyo with impunity. There were nightly air raids. When sirens wailed, Isoko gathered her children and ran to the bomb shelter in their garden.

There was a radio in the shelter. Yoko listened to a program that broadcast the farewells of kamikaze pilots. “Before leaving, they were allowed to say something on the radio to their parents or family,” Yoko told the BBC. “And they all said: ‘Mummy, I’m going now, and I wish you a long life,’ or something like that. It was just the most horrific thing that I’ve heard, and I’ll never forget that.… What an incredibly cruel thing to do to any human being. I think that changed my whole idea about war.”

At school, there were drills in which the children would huddle under tables. At home, servants were conscripted or fled. There was chaos outside, and, always, Yoko’s father was absent.

On March 9, 1945, wave after wave of bombers set Tokyo ablaze. Isoko hurried Kei and Setsuko into the bomb shelter, but because of Yoko’s high fever, she was left in her bedroom. Through the window, she watched Tokyo burn.

Many of Yoko’s classmates’ families had fled to the mountains, but when Isoko decided to leave the city, she had a different plan. A friend had told her about a farming village in Nagano Prefecture, and Isoko pictured a bucolic rural community where her family could live until it was safe to return to Tokyo.

Isoko sent Yoko, now twelve, Kei, eight, and Setsuko, three, with the only remaining servant on a crowded train to the village in Nagano, where Isoko had bought a small home. When Yoko arrived, the roof was unfinished. With Isoko still in Tokyo, Yoko took on the role of adult, finding food for her brother and sister. She begged and bartered, trading kimonos, jewels, and antiques for rice.

When Isoko finally arrived, Yoko went with her to barter with more family possessions. Once, she and her mother had to pull their cart through a muddy rice paddy. She never forgot seeing her mother, who had always been impeccably dressed, covered with mud and looking “forlorn.”

The local people “gave us a hard time,” Yoko remembered. “They felt we were so spoiled [rich people from the city] and now it’s our turn.”

At the rural school Yoko and Kei attended, the other kids shunned and taunted them. She was called an American spy “for not singing the Japanese National Anthem fast enough.” She recalled “being stoned by the village kids who hated people from the city.”

Isoko often traveled back to Tokyo to retrieve more goods to trade. When she was gone, Yoko had to care for her brother and sister. “I found this farmhouse, and there was a pile of potatoes on the floor,” she said. “I filled my knapsack with them—my knapsack was as large as I was—and it was so heavy I had to go two steps and rest, two steps and rest, all the way back to my village.” Yoko and Kei foraged for mushrooms and mulberries.

The feeling of being afraid, ill, and starving—of wasting away—became a recurring theme in Yoko’s art. The mental tricks she devised to survive also became central in her thinking and work. She continued to escape into the sky in her mind. She created imaginary feasts for her starving brother. Kei recalled her saying, “Eat this imaginary apple. It will fill you up.” (He laughed. “It did fill her up—she was good at imagining—but those words didn’t
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