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            i‘Terri Thal, who was at the center of the Greenwich Village folk music bohemia, has some great stories to tell about the people she knew and loved and didn’t love so much. But like the best memoirs, hers mainly tells her own story, as an experimenter and expeditionary, a doer as well as a seeker, part of some amazing crowds but always her candid self.’

            Sean Wilentz, Professor of American History and author of Bob Dylan in America

            
                

            

            ‘I was fascinated, amused, and very pleased by Terri’s memoir. Fascinated by a unique view of a scene we usually only see from the perspective of performers, and too often from male performers—I was sometimes reminded of Diane DiPrima’s memoir of the beats in an overlapping period. Amused because of the lightness, humour, and quirky individuality of Terri’s writing. And pleased because it gave me a better understanding of Dave Van Ronk, one of my dearest friends and deepest influences, as well as new insights into other friends and influences, from Roy Berkeley to Bob Dylan. It is an important addition to the growing body of work on the Greenwich Village scene of that time, putting the folk scene in a broader perspective, and a tale well told.’

            Elijah Wald, Musician and author of Dylan Goes Electric, and co-author with Dave Van Ronk of The Mayor of MacDougal Street

            
                

            

            ‘No one was closer to all of it in Greenwich Village than Terri Thal.’

            Tom Paxton, folk singer-songwriter

            
                

            

            ‘Terri Thal’s candid and deeply personal memoir of the mythological Village of the Sixties answers questions so many of us have had--and adds to our knowledge of the iconic musicians she befriended and worked with.’

            David Browne, author of Fire and Rain: The Beatles, Simon and Garfunkel, James Taylor, CSNY, and the Lost Story of 1970

            
                

            

            ‘Here’s a new book that features Bob Dylan that Bob Dylan will actually read.’

            Eric Andersen, folk music singer-songwriter

            
                

            

            ‘A fabulous glimpse into an era of music and politics that changed everything. Just as fascinating as Terri Thal’s remarkable role as manager, muse, and confidante to legendary musicians who spoke to a generation, is how she got there, and what happened next. With her compelling self-confidence and sexy nonchalance, it is she who should be seen in the cover photo leading the men, instead of the other way around.’

            Richard Barone, musician and author of Music + Revolution: Greenwich Village in the 1960s

            
                

            

            ‘Terri Thal changed the course of my life when I was 16 years old, and she managed my sister Maggie and me. She took us under her wing, introducing us into the now legendary world of Greenwich Village musicians in the 1960’s. More than any one person I can think of Terri is responsible for setting me on a life path of Music. I will forever be grateful to her. I’m thrilled she is finally telling her story in this book!’

            Terre Roche, singer, songwriter and founding member of The Roches

            
                

            

            ‘The burgeoning folk music revival from the late Fifties through the Sixties in New York’s Greenwich Village was a halcyon time, and Terri Thal was an “insider” for all of it. Her insights about her life and the talented, colorful, somewhat eccentric characters that she knew make for a fascinating trip through that historic era.’

            Happy Traum, folk musician

            
                

            

            ii‘Terri Thal’s memoir is told from the privileged position of not only having been there for the crowning, but as a woman on the cultural front lines. Her detailed recall brings a fresh perspective on the Greenwich Village folk scene of the ‘60s.’

            Marc Eliot, best-selling author of Phil Ochs: Death of a Rebel

            
                

            

            ‘A fascinating book by a fascinating woman who has led a fascinating life, and along the way married Dave Van Ronk and was Bob Dylan’s first manager. And would Bob Dylan be where he is now if not for her early guidance? She obviously isn’t done, and I, for one, want more, more, more.’

            Christine Lavin, singer-songwriter, transcriptionist for Dave Van Ronk, author of Cold Pizza for Breakfast: A Mem-wha??

            
                

            

            ‘When I began writing Bob Dylan In The Big Apple, there were a small number of key people that I was keen to interview. People who were integral not only to the Bob Dylan story but also to Greenwich Village and even New York itself. The most important of them all, Terri Thal, remained elusive. She was Dylan’s first manager, the spark at the heart of 60’s Greenwich Village, and was eventually persuaded to contribute to my book. The most vibrant and informative of chapters. Of course. I whooped with delight at the news that Terri would give a rare interview to me… and finally with this book, the world at long last gets the whole story.’

            K G Miles, author of Bob Dylan in London, Bob Dylan in the Big Apple and Bob Dylan in Minnesota

            
                

            

            ‘Love the book. So easy to read and very interesting. Such a remarkable woman. I will definitely recommend it to friends.’

            Dr Michelle Selinger, principal consultant and advisor

            
                

            

            ‘I opened this book expecting to revive the memories of a magical decade and I was not disappointed. Along the way, I was reminded of much that we found remiss and our struggles to make things better. Terri’s journey, so eloquently narrated here, weaves the music, news events, and culture of the last half century into a story we might all recognize, leaving me envious of her honesty, compassion and achievement.’

            David Wilson, Former Editor, Broadside of Boston

            
                

            

            ‘Terri Thal, with her razor sharp wit, takes you right back to the late 50’s and early 60’s Greenwich Village folk scene along with behind the scenes on being Bob Dylan’s first manager. She was a huge link in Bob’s chain of success. This is a must read book!’

            Marc Percansky, co-author of Bob Dylan in Minnesota, Troubadour Tales from Duluth, Hibbing and Dinkytown

            
                

            

            ‘Some years ago I urged Terri Thal to write a memoir—and I couldn’t have been the only one. From her central position in the Venn diagram of folk music and radical politics, she knew everybody and was present for everything. And, mirabile dictu, she remembers it all clearly—even that oversexed Capuchin monkey at 190 Spring Street—and shares her recollections vividly. She’s always been a remarkable woman, and this is a brilliant book.’

            Lawrence Block, author

            
                

            

            ‘She was there and survived to tell a marvelous story.’

            Richard Kostelanetz, author of Soho: The Rise and Fall of an Artists’ Colony
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            vDedicated to

Jacob L. (Jack) Beller, who told his 11-year-old niece that she should grow up to be an authoress.

Paul Solomon Orentlich and Dave Van Ronk, who told me I could succeed at anything I chose.vi
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            Foreword

         

         It’s a little over a half-century since I first came upon the name Dave Van Ronk. It was 1972 and I was reading Anthony Scaduto’s biography of Bob Dylan. I was scarcely into my teens and the journey that would take me deep into what I came to understand as “the New York folk revival” had begun some three years earlier when, fumbling with my first guitar chords I encountered an album called simply Joan Baez Vol 2 in my sister’s modest record collection. Its sole recommendation was the cover photograph – a young woman playing a Spanish guitar. In a rudimentary way, I quickly mastered most of the songs and hastened to the library to seek out other Baez records, whose songs and detailed sleeve notes provided a sort of Venn Diagram through which to explore 20th-century American culture and politics. Many of the names and songs were buried deep in my subconscious, for in those days Britain had very few radio stations and even fewer TV channels; families listened and watched together. And “folk music,” in mostly polite, middle-class arrangements, had made it on to BBC Radio, including a schools’ broadcast called Singing Together.

         Scaduto provided many new signposts to follow and the radio serialisation of his book, Bob Dylan: An Intimate Biography, put voices to many of the names, in speech and in song. Among them was Van Ronk. He sounded a jolly fellow, laughing asthmatically as he told the now-famous story of how Bob Dylan had “stolen” his arrangement of “House of the Rising Sun” for his debut album.

         My interest in this music and a place called Greenwich Village quickly deepened into an obsession, one that led over the years to all sorts of encounters, including Robert Shelton, the now-late New York Times critic who wrote the first reviews of Baez and Dylan. He was living in London by then, but he’d been a neighbour of Van Ronk and his wife Terri Thal and had been both an observer of, and participant in, the 1960s Village folk scene. It was my restoration of No Direction Home – “the author’s viiicut” in 2011 – that led me to found a festival celebrating Greenwich Village.

         What always fascinated me, long before I could articulate it, was a sense that everything somehow came together in the Village. The music and the politics, and much besides. Washington Square Park was where everything intersected on its way out into the world – and did so long before Terri and Dave came to the Village, and long before Dave and Bob and the many other folksingers and songwriters about whom Terri writes clambered on to the rickety, makeshift stages in the clubs that studded the crooked streets around the Park.

         Terri’s memoir brings it all to life. But My Greenwich Village: Dave, Bob and Me is about much more than folk music. It’s an account of what it was like growing up in the dull-grey Eisenhower years, the weight of nice Jewish middle-class family expectations on your shoulders, when all you wanted to do was cut the ties that bind and escape suburban Brooklyn for bohemia and a bunch of left-wing folkies. It was the time of “the great folk scare,” a phrase credited to Van Ronk, whose FBI files would turn out to be voluminous.

         Terri more than held her own amid a scene that was overwhelmingly male and macho, and her account is a fascinating companion to Suze Rotolo’s A Freewheelin’ Time. A rare eyewitness account from a funny, feisty, independent-minded woman who was Dylan’s first manager and lived to tell the tale.

         Wasn’t that a time!

         
             

         

         Elizabeth Thomson

         Greenwich Village, July 2023
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1
            Chapter 1

            Where I Came From

         

         “You were the first woman we knew who had balls,” folk singer John Winn wrote to me a while ago.

         I was flattered. That’s partly how I want to be remembered. John was writing about the folk music world of the 1950s and ’60s, when most women were regarded as objects. I wasn’t an object. I was a participant in a world of music, excitement, political passion, and fun. I managed folk singers; I was married to one. I was involved in non-Communist left-wing politics. I worked for civil rights and civil liberties and against the war in Vietnam. It was a passionate time, and I made my mark on it.

         At age 18, halfway through Brooklyn College, I met Dave Van Ronk, a folk singer who was also committed to social change. We were together for eleven years. It was a fun, politically exciting time, although I struggled with my wish to be independent and my realization that I had tied my personal self into Dave’s career. When we found ourselves turning each other into nervous wrecks, we separated, but remained friends until he died.

         A year after we separated, I lived with a man twenty years older than me for twenty-seven years, until he died. He didn’t share my politics but was incredibly supportive of my career, and I immersed myself in the work I did for not-for-profit organizations. Four years after he died, I wound up living with a land conservationist, and my involvement with environmental health issues and his protection of the land and water in our community meshed. When he died, I was 78, and I’ve lived alone since then, immersed in environmental and social justice issues.

         My commitment was: every man, woman, and child on this planet should have enough food, water, shelter, healthcare, and basic amenities 2to live comfortably. This is what socialists believed in the 1950s and ’60s; and I still do. It’s why I wandered into the world of folk music. At that time, there was a relationship between folk music and left-wing politics, although I was more entranced by the stories the music told than the rabble-rousing songs so many of my peers liked.

         My parents were immigrants, Jews from Russia and Austria-Hungary who had moved up from cold-water apartments with toilets in the outside halls to a house in Brooklyn, where they had three children. I’m the middle child; my sister Joyce is three years older; my brother Leon was five years younger. He died in an airplane accident in 2007.

         Both of my parents came to the United States in 1921. My mother’s father was a tailor; he made, remade, and repaired clothing. My father’s father was a barber who also sold birds in his shop in Brooklyn. Each of my parents was one of six living children; each family had lost three others—one of my father’s siblings was killed in his mother’s arms by Russian soldiers in their home back in Stanislav.

         My father had gone to work when he was young. I’ve been told that when he started to work for a dental mechanic in Harlem, he walked to work from Manhattan’s Lower East Side to Harlem every day—fifty blocks, which is about 2½ miles (4 km)— to save the nickel trolley fare so he could telephone my mother.

         He apprenticed with someone, learning to make teeth and restorative devices such as bridges or dentures, until he was able to open his own laboratory in Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, where we lived. My father worked long hours—and inhaled so many chemicals that he developed lifelong emphysema. He had a heart attack when I was 10, and his doctors insisted that he find a profession less strenuous than making teeth. Their advice may have saved his life; continuing to breathe the chemicals could have killed him. He then went to work for his oldest brother, who had started a textile manufacturing company in Massachusetts with offices in the Empire State Building, where my father handled yarn purchasing and fabric pricing until he retired.

         My father’s original surname was Lichtenthal. He changed it to Thal when he went to work for his brother, who had changed his last name when he started his textile business. I was 11, and resented the name change, which may have been partly why I’ve always kept my own last name rather than adopt one that belonged to a husband or lover. When I was about 8, I read a biography of Franz Peter Shubert, who was born 3in the town of Lichtenthal in Austria. I was excited that a town had been named after us—only years later did I learn that Jews in Eastern Europe generally took or were given the name of the town where they lived.

         My parents encouraged us to read. They wanted us to be smart, and they wanted us to continue their Jewish heritage. They didn’t want me to screw around, to live with and marry a non-Jewish folksinger or, subsequently, to live with a man who was twenty years older than me, or to dedicate my life to human rights—all activities that were unusual, but becoming less so on the part of young people who were struggling with the culture of America after the Second World War.

         To my parents, who always lived in a two-family house with some members of my mother’s family, the people who counted the most were my mother’s sisters and brothers and their children. We were part of one of those wonderfully close families in which everyone is safe and, if not always adored, is included and forgiven.

         My mother was the oldest of six children, and came to the U.S. from Russia with her family. She became responsible for shopping, cooking and generally caring for her siblings when my grandmother found it hard to cope. She was intelligent and a fast learner, and wanted desperately to go to an academic high school, but my grandfather insisted that she get a business diploma and go to work. Her teacher visited her parents to support her request, but my grandfather was adamant.

         “I never wanted to have girls,” my mother often told my sister Joyce and me. “Being a woman stinks.” Not because she didn’t like girls, but because “women get screwed.” She never became a feminist, which I think was unfortunate; she might have felt better about herself if she had found a social cause to join. I’m sure consistently and frequently hearing that being a woman is lousy was one of the reasons why I was determined to be an independent person, and why I wanted to be treated like a man. It also may have been why I have been drawn to working on women’s issues professionally and as a volunteer.

         When I was an adult and my mother was ill with Parkinson’s disease, I found her high school diploma from Seward Park High School. She was then in her last years of illness, and her memory had diminished. Still, she looked at the diploma, shook her head, and said, “That’s not a real diploma.” She meant it wasn’t an academic diploma. My god … what a damned tragedy.4
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         When I was growing up, I absorbed only my mother’s disapproval and criticism. Maybe she had lost any ability she once had to show affection, but whatever the reason, I don’t remember her ever hugging me, saying “I love you,” or congratulating me on an accomplishment, except when I was skipped from one grade to another in school. My father did offer me that, but he worked long hours in his dental laboratory, wasn’t home weekdays, and I suspect he didn’t hear about the positive things I might have done. Years late, after my mother died, my father told me she had loved me. By then, I was 50, and had recognized it through her actions, such as leaving her seat in her Orthodox synagogue to stand next to me when I foolishly walked in wearing a pants suit and carrying my handbag—Orthodox Jewish women don’t wear pants and don’t carry things, especially money, on holy days—or by suggesting to my father 5that they give me their summer house when Paul and I were thinking about whether and how we could move out of Greenwich Village. But growing up, I wasn’t aware of it. I craved affection and approval.

         I got those things from my maternal grandmother Jenny Beller, and from aunts and uncles. Bubbe (Yiddish for ‘grandmother’) hadn’t been able to cope with bringing up six kids in America, but she adored her grandchildren, especially Joyce and me, who were the first and second. She listened to us and didn’t criticize.

         Once, when I was living with Dave and he had started to earn money as a musician, and I visited my family in Brooklyn, my grandmother asked me why we didn’t get married. “We’re not ready to,” I said. “Maybe we will be, but I don’t feel grown up enough to get married. He doesn’t either.” Bubbe thought about it for a moment. Then she asked me, “When he comes home at the end of the week, does he give you his pay?” Dave hated banks and wouldn’t to go to them. I had to coerce him into having a joint checking account; he had told me to set one up without him. So I honestly said, “Yes, he does.” My wonderful grandmother shrugged and said, “Nu, not so bad.”

         Years later, I learned that long ago, back in a Russian shtetl, my grandmother had run away from home at a young age to marry my grandfather, and her family disowned her. My father told me that sometimes she would stand outside her family’s candlelit home and just look at it, but her parents wouldn’t let her in. I don’t know why they disapproved of my grandfather. But it explains her attitude toward me.

         My aunt Sandy was my mother’s youngest sister. She worshiped my mother, and wanted to emulate her. It was odd, because Sandy was not like my mother. She didn’t keep a perfectly clean house; my mother’s was spotless. She had friends; my mother had no friends other than her relatives. And, like my grandmother, Sandy never criticized me. So I thought she approved of everything I did. I was grown up before I realized that she simply was kind and discreet.

         Sandy’s oldest son, my cousin Mark, has told me that when he was young, his parents criticized him so severely that he used to talk about himself to my mother. He got a feeling of approval from her that he didn’t get at home. It’s interesting that both women, I’m sure without talking to one another about it, were able to separate their expectations of their own children from the needs of their nieces and nephews. Sandy and her family, and my grandmother (until she remarried—my grandfather died 6when I was 8), lived in the other apartment in our two-family house. The back doors to the two apartments were never locked—except once, when I was 16 and my parents went away for a week, I gave my family heartburn by bringing home a man in his twenties and locking the back door. We didn’t have sex, but only because he probably had drunk a lot of beer. Now, I’m glad that I didn’t have my first sexual encounter at age 16 to someone I had just met on the bus.

         The open-door policy meant that anyone from our apartment could go down to my aunt and uncle’s at any time, and vice versa. I wonder whether there were times when my aunt and uncle simply wanted to be alone—especially after my grandmother remarried and moved away—but were too polite to lock the back door.

         Every Friday evening, most of my mother’s brothers and sisters would gather around the dining table, either in our apartment or my aunt and uncle’s. We’d eat dinner and afterward, drink glasses of tea—no glass holders or teabags—accompanied by my grandmother’s or my aunt Sandy’s pletzl (poppyseed cookies), kechel (yeast dough cookies filled with jam), apple pie, or just Nabisco unsalted saltines and jam.

         When I was in college and went to political meetings or to meet my boyfriend in Greenwich Village on Friday and Saturday evenings, sometimes I would have preferred to stay home with my family around the dining room table, talking about national politics or their known or unknown relatives. My mother’s brother Irving often talked about how he won at the racetrack or about the gangsters he admired and hung out with. Irving sometimes brought home items that had “fallen off the truck.” My mother wouldn’t allow those things in her house, but I remember one cotton rain jacket that came from Irving’s stash.

         They never talked about coming to the U.S. in steerage in 1921, or about life in Russia. My aunts and uncles were too young to remember it, and my mother wouldn’t speak of it. When my sister or I pressed her, she just said, “It was dirty,” and clammed up.

         My Heroes

         Bette, my mother’s other sister, occasionally swept me up and took me home to stay with her family during school vacations. Once, when I was about 10 and spending a week with them, Bette served dinner and then said to her husband—the writer Harvey Swados—“Esther [my mother] would shit if she knew what we were feeding Terri.”

         7I was alarmed and curious. “What are you feeding me?”

         “Spare ribs.”

         “What’s wrong with them?” I wanted to know.

         “They’re pork,” Bette told me.

         I don’t think I threw up, but I don’t think I was able to eat them. I lived in a kosher home; you don’t mix milk and meat, and you don’t eat pork or shellfish.

         Years later, when I was 15, Bette asked me whether I’d had sex yet. I was shocked. “Of course not,” I said. “Don’t you think I’m too young?”

         Bette thought about it, and told me sooner was better than later.

         “When Felice (my cousin, who is ten years younger than me) is my age, will you tell her to have sex?”

         My aunt thought about it. “I hope I have the courage to,” she said.

         Sorry, Bette … years later, I asked Felice whether you had recommended sex to her at age 15. You chickened out.

         But when I was 17, I turned to Bette and said, “A friend of mine thinks she’s pregnant. What should she do?”

         Keeping a straight face, Bette said, “If you find that you’re pregnant, you come to me.”

         I got my period a week later and forgot the conversation. Many years later, my aunt reminded me of it, remonstrating that “I sweated over you for months.” I adored that woman.

         My mother’s middle brother, Jack, who lived out of New York most of those years, was always present in spirit. Jack was my hero. A pacifist, he was a chemist who helped design the fuse for the A-bomb. Later, he had a nervous breakdown. When he retired, Jack took consulting jobs, often for the government. In May 2007, eight months before his 90th birthday, he performed the calculations and projections used to create the infrared components of the James Webb Space Telescope, launched in December 2021, to view objects too old and distant for the older Hubble Space Telescope.

         When Joyce and I were kids, Jack gave us wonderful books with holes punched in them. My sister and I loved them. We thought the holes meant that the books were special; years later, we learned that they meant that the books had been remaindered, and the holes were punched by the publisher so bookstores couldn’t sell them as new.

         8As we grew up, I kept one of Joyce’s books, Book of Marvels, written by an English adventurer, Richard Halliburton. It remains my favorite book ever, and for her 75th birthday, I returned it.

         When I was 6 and Jack worked in Rhode Island, he sent me about a dozen postcards, like this one:

         
            
               If you get tired of staying home

               And want to take a trip,

               Just take a trip to Fairyland

               With your soft bed for a ship.

               There you’ll see all the fairy folk;

               The Teeny Weenies, too, you’ll find,

               And when you’re safely home again

               They’ll all be left behind.

               All except one little imp,

               And if you ask me who

               I’ll tell you, little one,

               The little imp was you.

            

         

         He sent similar postcards to Joyce and to our younger brother Leon. Of course we thought he was perfect. When Jack married, Joyce was 12 and I was 9. I remember a long discussion between us about what this meant. Would Jack love us less? Would we lose him to this woman? Would they have kids? That would be more than we could bear. He married a wonderful woman named Florence who adored him and cared about us, but no, he didn’t spend as much time with us as before. No, they didn’t have children; Florence had a physical condition that precluded childbirth.

         Jack told me I should grow up to be an “authoress.” When I was 18 and needed a diaphragm, he and Florence allowed me to use their address so my mother wouldn’t see any mail I might receive from the Margaret Sanger Clinic (the first legal birth control clinic in the U.S. and forerunner of Planned Parenthood).

         Before I started school, Joyce taught me to read. Weekend mornings, to keep me entertained so I didn’t bother our parents, she told me stories. I didn’t know then that she was telling me the American history stories she learned in school. I learned about George Washington and the cherry tree; the Revolutionary War; Patrick Henry. When I started elementary school, I was years ahead of my classmates. I was skipped from second to third grade, and by fourth grade, my teachers didn’t know what to 9do with me and had me teaching Puerto Rican immigrant kids to read English. In retrospect, I feel sorry for all of us. I may have been intrinsically smart, but I lost a year of education during which I should have learned how to study and learn, and the Puerto Rican children certainly didn’t learn very much from an 8-year-old.

         In fifth grade, I was taken for a test at the headquarters of the NYC Board of Education. Before I took it, someone talked with me. “Do you know why you’re here?” they asked. “Yes,” I said. “You want to decide whether to put me in a special class for blind children.” My vision had been deteriorating, I wore bright red glasses with thick lenses, I was supposed to use two lines to write capital letters and one for lower case letters, and no one had told me why I was going to the Board of Education building. No one ever told kids anything about what was going on back then.

         It actually was an IQ test that resulted in my being approved by the New York City Board of Education for a special school for smart kids. I didn’t go to the school; it was far enough away that my parents felt I had to be driven there, and my father had a major heart attack and wouldn’t have been able to drive. I was broken-hearted.

         Ethnicity and Religion

         Until I was 11, we lived in Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn, a neighborhood that had housed Jews, Italians, and Irish-Catholics. By the time I entered elementary school in PS 57 on Lafayette Avenue, five blocks west of my home, a long stretch of streets running further west from Lafayette had become populated by Black people. Our block and the immediate surrounding ones were mixed—a few Blacks, mostly Italians and Irish-Catholics, a diminishing number of Jews, a small and growing group of Puerto Ricans, and a handful of Romani, who tended to live in small stores on a commercial street.

         In that area, kids from various backgrounds got along but didn’t socialize after school. I remember only a few of my schoolmates. Charlie, an Italian youngster, lived across the street and came to my backyard to dig in the dirt when we were about 4. Helen, a Black girl, used to re-tie the tie-belt in the back of my dresses when they became unknotted in school. Beverly, a Jewish girl, was my best friend for many years until she married a nice Jewish guy and I became involved with a non-Jewish folk singer. Janet taught me that young girls could enjoy fondling each other’s 10breasts, although I didn’t have any yet. Philip was my Italian ‘boyfriend’ in fourth grade—I would stop at his house on my way to school and he would carry my books the rest of the way.
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         There was a considerable amount of Jew-bashing. Many of the Irish-Catholic kids went to a parochial school a few blocks from our house. Apparently, they were taught that the Jews killed Christ, and on their way home from school, when Joyce and I played outside our house, we were sometimes barraged with snowballs in winter and occasional stones in fall and spring, and cries of “The Jews killed Christ” or “Christ killers.”

         My friend Beverly’s family moved to another section of Brooklyn, and when I walked from the bus to her building, boys standing on street corners often yelled “Dirty Jew” or “Christ killer” as I walked by. I was equal parts angry and scared, not knowing whether this would be followed by physical attacks.

         Years later, when I told Dave about that, he said that when he had gone to Catholic elementary school in Bushwick, Brooklyn, only a few miles from where I had lived in Bedford-Stuyvesant, the nuns in his school told the students that the Jews had killed Christ and would be punished for it. Apparently, that was a common lesson in Catholic parochial schools in the 1940s.

         How did those kids know I was Jewish? The youngsters who walked past our house daily on their way to school simply knew. The others? Maybe because I was chubby. In Brooklyn, you could tell someone’s 11ethnic background from their looks: hair, facial structure, bone structure, clothes, their way of walking. By the early 1950s, white bucks (oxfords) and socks said Jewish girl. Black shells (flat shoes that looked like dance shoes but with no ribbons) and bare feet or stockings said Italian girl. A certain shade of off-blonde hair and freckles generally said Irish girl. Very slim with dark brown hair said Puerto Rican.

         The ethnic and religious identifications were: Italian, Jewish, Irish-Catholic, Puerto Rican, Black. By and large, we didn’t identify people by religion but sort of by ethnicity. The Italian kids were Catholic, but nobody thought of them that way; they were thought of as Italian. They were not anti-Semitic; Italian boys and Jewish girls dated. Some Jewish girls considered Italian guys bold heroes who smoked and looked sexy. Many of the Irish young people who had gone to Catholic elementary schools were anti-Semitic. The Puerto Ricans didn’t think about it. The Blacks were Protestant, although no one I knew then considered their religion, just their race. There were Romanis, but not enough to have any identifying factor.

         I’m sure all of this contributed to my later politics.

         Feeling Jewish

         I was 12 when I opened a desk in my parents’ living room and found photographs that my father’s youngest brother had taken when the Allies entered Buchenwald. It was one of the few times in my life when I was so upset I couldn’t eat.

         You may have seen similar photos. Mounds of bodies, mostly skeletal. Bodies stacked into wooden carrels on the side of the building and on the ground. Piles of dental fixtures. Piles of shoes. Those photographs are common now, shown in movies, magazines and books.

         Like many Jews at that time, my mother had a pushka (Yiddish for ‘little box’) that she put money in for Jewish causes in a kitchen cabinet. The cans were picked up by elderly men with long beards. I understood that the money was earmarked to help Jews leave Eastern Europe, mostly to go to Israel. But other men came sometimes, and my mother sent us out of the kitchen when she met with them. I never asked who they were, but many years later, Martus, with whom I lived in the 2000s until his death, told me that when he was young, they had come to his house, too, and that he understood they were involved with the underground trying to smuggle Jews out of Russia.

         12In the early 1950s, a large part of my mother’s family—Jews in Russia—disappeared. My parents and they had corresponded, and once, my parents sent them money and never heard from them again. I don’t know how my mother learned that they had all been killed, but I remember her saying that perhaps they were killed because of the gift of cash. Did they die because they received U.S. $100?

         No one ever really knew what happened. My mother felt guilty until she died. “What if our money killed them?” she occasionally asked, and she sometimes cried—the only times I ever saw her cry. Mostly, she was bitter and enraged about what happened to the Jews in Germany and in Russia. Initially, I was too young to distinguish between the Nazis and the Communists, but I knew that my relatives were killed because they were Jewish. I knew what was happening internationally but didn’t yet understand the nuances.

         As a teenager, I had fantasies about being part of a group of prisoners the Nazis were dividing. They put the Jews on one side of a courtyard and the non-Jews on another, and sent the two groups to different places. Clearly, the Jews were being sent to concentration camps to be killed. In that fantasy, I could have faked being a non-Jew. But I never did; I always proudly admitted that I was Jewish. I suppose I was making believe or hoping that I would be a hero. I don’t know whether I thought I really would have made that decision. Eventually, I accepted the fantasy as part of my life. That kind of specter affected my sister Joyce, too.

         Joyce later told me that she and a friend whose parents had escaped from Holland before the Nazi invasion used to fantasize about who in their families, if taken to a concentration camp, would have survived. Joyce says they thought our mother would have, because she seemed to be incredibly strong and independent. As Joyce got older, she realized that we all would have been killed.

         The New Neighborhood

         We moved from Bedford-Stuyvesant to Flatbush, a different section of Brooklyn, when I was 11. Flatbush was largely Jewish, but I was in the adjoining school district, which mostly comprised Italians. The block we moved onto, East 9th Street between Avenues L and M, was ethnically mixed. Young people of different ethnicities and races mingled—not a lot, but in some after-school activities. For a few years, until we went to high school, we played softball or stoopball in the street after school. I 13don’t remember any racial, ethnic, or religious strife among either the kids or the adults. People seemed to get along. We may have gone our own ways socially, but the community was solid.

         Carol, a Jewish girl who lived across the street, and I became friends, although we were very different. She was determined to socialize with the Italian guys who hung out in a candy store five long blocks away. Sometimes I went there with her. But, in my first two years in high school, I had reached my full height of 5’11” (1.8 m), and was still chubby. I didn’t understand flirtation. I couldn’t kid around with boys whose activities and attitudes both intrigued and scared me. What nefarious activities did they undertake? I didn’t and still don’t know. I doubt that they were much worse than riding loud motorcycles.

         Carol later married a ‘nice’ Jewish guy who lived on our block. By then I was 17, and no longer a virgin. Carol once told me that she had ‘gone down on’ Lewis, which apparently was OK because it didn’t affect her virginity. But she considered my sexual behavior shameful —I had ‘gone all the way.’ I found the distinction confusing. Sex was fun and I did it voluntarily with my then-boyfriend. I thought that what I was doing was honest, and that she was hypocritical. I wasn’t invited to their wedding, but by then both of our lives had changed and our friendship had ended.

         Stuart Ritterman was my closest friend during my last years in high school and my first years in college. Stu was fairly short, and I was tall for a woman. We were both a bit odd; Stu had painted his bedroom black and listened to Stravinsky; I would have liked to be liked by some of my classmates, but I was tall, chubby, awkward, and two years younger than any of them. Stu spent a lot of time at my house.

         We spent one summer happily riding the rides in Steeplechase, a large amusement park in Coney Island, because he got passes from a relative. The following summer, I went to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to stay in my sister’s room when she went to Mexico with some friends. After a few weeks of enjoying living away from my parents, I had sex with a married psychology professor who taught at one of the nearby colleges. A few days later, I called Stu and wailed, “I want to go home. Come get me.” He did. He flew up the next day, spent an unsexual night in my bed because there was no place else for him to sleep except the floor, and took me home to Brooklyn.

         14More than 60 years later, although he lived in Canada, had politics I couldn’t share, and was on a dialysis machine until he died in 2022, a part of me still believed—or wanted to believe—that if I were in desperate need of help, I could call Stu.

         My 16th birthday and high school graduation both took place in June 1955. I didn’t know whether or not I wanted to go to college or where I would like to go or what I wanted to study if I did. I thought it might be good to go to work, but, of course, I had no idea what work to do. New York City colleges were free; you just needed a high school average of at least 85% to attend. Brooklyn College was a bus ride away, so I went there. My parents were pleased; my sister was at Brandeis University in Massachusetts, and they wanted to have some of their children around.

         Fitting In

         During those years, I was developing a persona that, in retrospect, I realize I had adopted but which also fitted me.

         I never felt that I fit in with any group. I know that’s not unusual, but, of course, I didn’t know it when I was a child or teenager. I just knew that I wasn’t part of any coterie. When a bunch of people gathered, I wasn’t one of them. Why not? I didn’t know.

         I’m not sure when that started.

         Even at age 6 or 7, I knew I was chubby and clutzy. Then, I grew very quickly, so now I knew I was tall and chubby and clutzy. When I was 12 or 13, I told my mother that I wanted to study ballet. “Ballet dancers are graceful,” she told me. “Not clutzy.” So much for ballet.

         By my 13th or 14th birthday, I was in high school and 5’11”. I towered over almost all of the boys at school.

         Several years ago, it occurred to me that while I liked being the youngest in most social groups, being two years younger than everyone else when I was in school probably wasn’t a positive. I’d never before considered the possible social differences a two-year divergence in age made among kids.

         The Campus Bohemians

         In my sophomore year at Brooklyn College, I became, for the first time, part of a group of people I admired, who welcomed me and who accepted me. It was a small group known as the “campus bohemians,” although I 15didn’t know that until later. On my first day of classes, a student named Michael Eisenstadt was standing at the main gate to the campus handing out copies of W.H. Auden’s poem ‘The Unknown Citizen.’ I’ve never been able to absorb much from poetry, but that one struck me—although I probably was more intrigued by the idea of someone distributing the poem at the campus gate than by the poem itself.

         A year later, I became friendly with Michael and others in his small group of people who had graduated and returned to do graduate work, or who had been in the U.S. armed services and had returned to complete college. The eight people in the group, which included two married couples, were all majoring in mathematics or ancient Greek, and all planned to teach in colleges.

         They adopted me. We hung out in the Brooklyn College cafeteria or in the nearby apartment of Sam and his wife. For a while, I dated Arthur, a mathematician who wanted me to be more attracted to him than I found possible. And somehow, several of them developed a rapport with my parents. I was surprised. My parents would have liked me to have ‘normal’ Jewish friends who were my own age. These people were unusual, nonreligious, and older than me. But three of them often came to the house for lunch on Sundays, and my father and Marty, another mathematician, chatted like friends. I’d never seen my father get along with anyone that well.

         Even my mother, a very restrained person, was more than cordial to them. One very rainy weekday afternoon, Nagy was visiting, and had to go to a medical office in another section of Brooklyn. Getting there from my house would have involved taking two buses. To my surprise, my mother, who didn’t like to drive, offered to take him there. Later, I asked her why she had done it. “He would have been late and wet if he took the bus,” she said.

         At the end of that year, most members of the group graduated, got teaching jobs in colleges, or went to other schools for more advanced degrees. Luckily, I met Dave the following fall, and found a new social life.

         Needing to Control My Own Life

         I wrote earlier that when our mother said being a woman was lousy and she wished that my sister and I were boys, Joyce and I understood that she meant that she would have preferred that we were of the sex that had power rather than the one that didn’t. I think I absorbed a good deal 16of her assessment—but that I also took some of her dislike of being a woman personally. I’m sure that’s partly why, for many years, I thought she didn’t like me or love me. I’m sure it’s partly why, while growing up and into my thirties, I wanted to be treated like a man, not a woman; it was why I tried to act like a man, selecting very visible, specific traits to adopt. I cursed like a man; I drank like a man. I had sex with men I barely knew, and sometimes with men I didn’t know—just the way, I thought, men did with women. I scorned as boring any interest in marriage, and the appurtenances of marriage associated with women, such as dishes and tableware. Those traits lasted a long time, although I had to rein in the cursing and drinking when I left the music world; and when I lived with men I was monogamous, except toward the end of my marriage to Dave.

         I’ve learned to soften those traits—and simply stopped drinking several years ago—but they haven’t completely disappeared. Although I still have male friends, I now also have female ones and I find women as smart as and, often, smarter than many men. But I still say fuck much too often; I still tend to interrupt people in meetings, though I insist that’s a Brooklyn-based trait; and I’m embarrassed to realize that I took care of the men I lived with more than they took care of me.

         Money

         This is where I admit I don’t understand my own insistence on controlling finances. No one ever tried to restrict my earning money or handling it. Even before I became his manager, Dave said he didn’t want to be involved with money. I had to insist that he co-sign a bank account; he didn’t want to have anything to do with banks. I had to insist that we make sure that our apartment leases were in both of our names; he didn’t want to sign legal documents. When a substantial amount of royalties came in from his co-authorship of a song that was recorded on Peter, Paul and Mary’s first album, I deposited the payments in the bank and decreed that they didn’t exist. Later, that money funded his rock group, Dave Van Ronk and the Hudson Dusters.

         When we separated, we agreed on what to do with the money we had then, which was only a few thousand dollars; we had invested everything we had in the Hudson Dusters. I didn’t ask for any of his future earnings. Later, I neglected to try to collect royalties for his recordings of the songs for which my publishing company, Obscure Music, held a copyright. I 17never would have been that careless with another client’s funds, but I think not claiming those royalties was related to my need to be financially independent. I also think it was stupid—but it’s much too late to be concerned about that.
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         For the rest of my life, I insisted on being able to take care of myself financially. I didn’t ask Paul, my second husband, to contribute toward our household expenses—although he did so until he had to stop working when he hit his seventies. I did ask Martus, my third husband to contribute toward them, but didn’t insist when I realized that his income as a land-saving lawyer was barely enough to cover his own financial outlays.

         This wasn’t a negative trait, but I think it’s an odd one, and I don’t know why I’ve always insisted on having financial control. I guess I realized it gave me a certain amount of power.18
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