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From the beginning it was
never anything but chaos; it was a fluid which enveloped me, which
I breathed in through the gills. In the substrata where the moon
shone steady and opaque, it was smooth and fecundating; above it
was a jangle and a discord. In everything I quickly saw the
opposite, the contradiction, and between the real and the unreal
the irony, the paradox. —
Henry Miller, Tropic of Capricorn

All things are mortal except the Jew; all
other forces pass but he remains. What is the secret of his
immortality? — Mark Twain

The sum of the matter, when all has been
considered: Fear God and keep His commandments, for that is man’s
whole duty. For God will judge every deed — even everything hidden
— whether good or evil. — Ecclesiastes 12:13-14

... nobody knows what’s going to happen
to anybody besides the forlorn rags of growing old, I think of Dean
Moriarity, I often think of Old Dean Moriarity, the father we never
found, I think of Dean Moriarity. — Jack Kerouac, On the
Road

The body is called a “small city.” Just
as two kings wage war over a town, which each wishes to capture and
rule … so do the two souls — the Divine and the vitalizing animal
soul that comes from the kelipah [shell of impurity and evil] —
wage war against each other over the body and all its limbs. —
Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, the Tanya

And just before I turn to stone, I catch
one kindling eye, that signals “You are not alone,” for all must
sin who die. — Josef Attilla (Hungarian poet).


Preface

The eternal
conflict between religion and sex, the spirit and the demands of
the body, this life versus reward and punishment in the
world-to-come, have always been major themes in my life and in the
lives of many of my friends. So, too, for the characters in Last
Métro to Bleecker Street who spend much of their time searching
for sex and experience in the Greenwich Village and Paris of the
1960s. Yet, these despairing and sensitive souls, who haunt the
streets and cafes, are also searching for meaning and for God.

While there have been many books about the
Sixties, most of them are either political (Vietnam, Kennedys,
Mississippi) or icon-cultural (Woodstock, Beatles, Rolling Stones),
or a kind of upbeat artistic memories. I spent the Sixties
shuttling mostly between Paris and Greenwich Village with a little
time in Denmark, Providence, R.I. and P-Town and knew many of the
main players. Yet for me and the friends I knew, the Sixties was
personal, mostly desperation and despair, the torn lining of the
glowing coat. We were lost souls, echoes of broken glass. It was
cafes and cafe conversation, folk music, poetry, sexual hunger,
irreconcilable conflicts, despair, aimlessness and chaos. It was
neither rock nor politics.

Our main literary influences were Henry
Miller, Jack Kerouac, Camus, Hesse and Dostoevsky. Other writers we
read avidly included John Dos Passos and anything by Thomas Mann,
Kafka, Tolstoy, Orwell, Waugh and Nathaniel West. We were also
fascinated by the mystical writings of Gurdieff, Ouspensky and
Tibetan mysticism such as the Tibetan Book of the Dead.

In poetry there was Blake and his mysticism
and Rimbaud for his youthful despair. Of course we read the beat
poets, Allan Ginsberg and Gregory Corso. I spent some time talking
to Gregory in the Cedar Bar and in my apartment on University
Place, and met Ginsberg and Peter Orlovsky one day while they were
walking towards their flat in the East Village. But Blake and
Rimbaud were closer to our souls. We were also fascinated by T.S.
Eliot. Each of his lines seemed to contain so many hidden
meanings.

In France there was Céline, his writing
filled with a vicious cynicism and hatred for everything bourgeois.
I also liked reading the more stylized work of Mauriac and Maurois,
and who could forget Francoise Sagan’s Bonjour Tristesse and
Simenon’s Inspector Maigret.

Our favorite haunts were the Figaro,
Rienzi’s and the Cedar Bar. Later it was the Improv, filled with
theatre people after work. In Paris it was the Café Monaco at the
Place de l’Odéon.

Our musicians were first and foremost the
folk, bluegrass, and blues musicians: Leadbelly, Mississippi John
Hurt, the Carter Family, Pete Seeger, Joan Baez, Woody Guthrie, the
Stanley Brothers, Scruggs and Flatt, Bob Dylan, The Mamas and the
Papas, The Kingston Trio, Bob Gibson, Dave Van Ronk, The
Weavers.

Occasionally I played in Washington Square
Park, and my guitar accompanied me everywhere. I believed that as
long as I could sing, my despair would never totally destroy me.
Now that I’m in my 70s, I’ve stopped singing and I wish I knew how
to begin again.

I did a fair amount of street singing before
it became popular and in 1975 I made an LP record in Denmark... my
own music and songs, but influenced by American country, bluegrass,
blues and folk music.

I knew many of the famous painters and posed
for some of them including both Soyer brothers. My favorite was
Larry Rivers. Those large incomplete canvases he worked on in his
West Village loft seemed to contain hidden, unspoken meanings. I
was 19 when I first met him, and he seemed to represent all that
mysterious, bohemian experience I craved. Of course, I didn’t know
he was sleeping with my girlfriend at the time.

The filmmakers who fascinated us were
Godard, Truffaut, Antonioni, Shirley Clarke, Cassavetes, Bergman,
Agnes Varda (“Cléo de 5á7”), though my favorite film was by the
little-known French director, Alain Jessua, “Life Upside Down.”

And, of course, there was sex, sex, sex. Sex
filled the vacuum in our lives, but as we steered towards insanity,
all that remained was chaos, until our souls found God. This caused
a different kind of chaos and confusion.

Now, 40 years later I worry about illness,
money, my children, religion, death, the next world. Too many
fears. Sex seems so unimportant, trivial, irrelevant. But it was
important to us when we were young. At times, it was all
consuming.

During this period I became rather well
known as an “Underground” filmmaker. My first full-length film,
Echoes of Silence, became a classic of the New American or
“Underground” cinema. Later films, including the short,
Pestilent City, and the feature, Wheel of Ashes,
(shot in Paris after Jean-Luc Godard arranged a scholarship for me)
won critical acclaim. Later, when I became politically aware after
the slaughter of the Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics in
1972, and I had my first awakening as a Jew, Godard and I found
ourselves on the opposite side of every issue. He sided with the
killers, a continuing problem of the European left, which often
confuses the oppressors and the oppressed. Still, Godard remains
one of the great innovators of the film art.

I also did a “B” film, The
Sensualists, which played on every 42nd Street in the United
States. Despite this creative activity, inner turmoil drove me
almost to suicide. The same can be said for many of the people I
knew. I think drugs, especially LSD, contributed to the mental
weakness. Two fools from Harvard, Alpert and Leary, were telling us
how wonderful LSD was. They helped destroy a good part of a
generation.

By the ‘70s and ‘80s many of us who were
Jewish had turned to Israel, Zionism, the Lubavitch Rebbe, Rabbi
Nachman of Breslev, the Rambam, the Ramchal, Rabbi Meir Kahane,
Shmuel Katz, while the Christians found Jesus, Falwell, Born Again,
National Religious Broadcasting and the Dallas Theological
Seminary.

Of course, not all of us became religious
Jews or Christians. Some went into New Age and Eastern religions,
while others remained secular. The founder of the Hasidic movement,
the Ba’al Shem Tov, said that there were 42 stages in a person’s
life, equivalent to the 42 journeys taken by the children of Israel
in the desert after leaving Egypt. This book covers part of the
journey.

The poems in the chapters about Kelly are
written by “Kelly.” Kelly’s poems have never been published, yet I
still think that she is one of the greatest American poets. David
protests at one point that he is not a mystic but only passion,
sex, and a shy and chaotic poetry. The people I cared about had
haunted eyes, needs, passion, sensitivity, with lonely footsteps
echoing on silent streets. Seekers. This book is for them.


Jerusalem

1989

It has been cool as
it often is in early November Jerusalem, but now the sun is shining
and people have shed their jackets. The area in front of the Wall
is not crowded, as it would be in the middle of tourist season, but
a group of French tourists wearing red hats with the word Pelerin
written across the front keep what would have been an almost empty
square alive with movement. Several Arab women walk past the French
group giving them the barest of glances, and then begin climbing
the ramp to the top of the Temple Mount, which Israel had left in
the hands of the Arabs after the Six Day War.

On the men’s side of the wall about 20
worshippers are either touching or standing close to the Wall and
praying, half of them with black hats, black coats, beards and
side-curls of ultra-religious Jews, while the others wear various
forms of yarmulkes. To the left of the Wall in the underground
chambers, men are reciting Mincha, the afternoon prayers

While David is talking to God, a group of 20
Americans enter the square. They are with the Baptist Holy Land
Singers visiting Israel for performances arranged by the Christian
Embassy in Jerusalem. Among the singers is Kelly, now also in her
late 40’s, somewhat worn, but still waif-like, looking wide-eyed at
the scene. She feels it is quite an accomplishment for a girl from
a small town in Alabama to be standing near the ancient Temple in
Jerusalem. Walking with her is Amantha, her 22-year-old daughter.
Amantha is taller and darker than Kelly, with an interesting and
unusual face. She is pretty in an unconventional way.

Kelly motions to Amantha to move, so that
she can take a picture of her with the Wall in the background.
Amantha sighs in compliance and takes a few steps backward towards
the Western Wall.

David has finished his prayers and is
leaving the area of the Wall. He turns left towards the stairs that
climb to the Jewish Quarter of the Old City and immediately notices
Amantha who is posing for her mother. Something about Amantha
attracts David, and, with her dark looks, he wonders if she is
Jewish. He takes a few steps in her direction, and stops to look.
When he sees her mother he says to himself, “Oh, no, it can’t be.”
He approaches Kelly slowly, and when he is a few feet away he is
sure.

“Kelly?”

Kelly looks up and gasps.

“David!”

The Breslover Yeshiva is located on the
outskirts of the Jewish Quarter near the Moslem Quarter. Richard —
now Yaakov — and three of his friends are leaving the Yeshiva to
walk to the Wall and say their afternoon prayers. All four of them
are dressed in long brown coats, large white yarmulkes, uncut
beards, and long side curls down to their shoulders. Under their
coats they wear large black-striped prayer shawls with ritual
fringes reaching to the knees. In Jerusalem, and perhaps in New
York, they would pass unnoticed. But anywhere else people would
turn and stare.

Richard is thinking about his upcoming
painting exhibit, scheduled to open in a week’s time. The sale of
his paintings is one of the prime sources of income for the
Yeshiva, and he’s trying to figure out how much he can charge for
the paintings, which ones to exhibit, how to advertise, and other
thoughts. Yeheskiel, his third son, has had a sore throat and cough
for a couple of days, but since Richard doesn’t trust doctors he
has said a Misheberach during morning Prayers, asking God to speed
his son’s recovery.

The four of them cut through the Rova, the
main square in the Jewish quarter with its ancient/modern white
Jerusalem stone architecture, past a bank, gift shops, cafes, and
reach the stairs descending towards the Wall. From the top of the
stairs, Richard is able to see the entire area of the Temple Mount
and he is always moved by the view. The Dome and the Mosque of Omar
— Arab buildings on the holiest Jewish edifice — do not disturb
him, because he believes that the Temple will be rebuilt only after
the coming of the Messiah.

The four have now reached the square and are
allowed to pass without a search by the bored Israeli soldiers
standing guard. Kelly is looking at the knitted Yarmulke on David’s
head and David is looking at the gold cross around Kelly’s neck.
They have been making small talk, summing up their lives since they
last saw each other, more than 20 years ago. David notices the
Breslovers approaching and focuses on the one who is tall with
deep-set eyes, his face marked by a weariness and sadness. He then
repeats to himself the very same words he said when first seeing
Kelly, “Oh no, it can’t be.”

“Wait, wait a sec,” he says to Kelly and he
takes a step toward Richard who has also seen David. Richard stops
walking and stares at David, a small smile on his face. David walks
up to Richard, who reaches out and puts a hand on David’s shoulder.
Simultaneously, they utter each other’s name.

Kelly is looking at the two of them,
squinting, since she is a bit nearsighted. When she recognizes
Richard, she turns white, becoming completely flustered, her
fingers playing nervously with her dress. Richard’s eyes look over
David’s shoulders and he sees Kelly. His face registers shock; his
eyes look away in panic. His calm is shattered.

David nods. “We just met by chance.”

Richard stands paralyzed, his fingers
playing with his side curls. Kelly smiles sardonically and walks up
to Richard and David.

Richard and Kelly stare at each other. Kelly
turns and calls, “Amantha.” Amantha, who has been standing a few
yards away approaches her mother and stops by her side in front of
Richard.

With her hand pointing towards Richard,
Kelly says to Amantha, “I’d like you to meet your father.”


PART ONE

Echoes from the Underground
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Kindling Eyes
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DAVID 1960

My philosophy paper
on suicide is due tomorrow, and if I don’t turn it in I won’t
graduate — yet more powerful than the mind and logic — more
powerful than Wittgenstein, Berdyaev, Heidegger, Kierkegaard and
Nietzsche is emotion... and the most powerful emotion is sex... and
sex incarnate is lying naked on my bed, her Brobdingnagian breasts
and scared brown eyes pointing at the ceiling.

I think of the Yankees to ease the intense
desire. Clothes strewn on the floor, I lie next to her and caress
her huge breasts. She doesn’t move or react. Nothing.

I can’t wait anymore and I move on top of
her cataleptic body, spread her legs a little with my hand and push
my way into her. She is dry, tight, unmoving. As I come, the first
thought to enter my mind is a quote from Camus, “There is but one
truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide.”

A year ago I almost committed suicide after
months of deep despair and helpless depression. Suicide is not just
a philosophical problem. It lurks within me. The possibility is
always there.

Susan is still lying on her back, her eyes
staring at the ceiling, not at me. I don’t know what her problem
is. Fear? Frigidity? Dislike? So many American women have sexual
problems… men, too. We are all confused.

I take my guitar, sit on a chair, the
instrument covering my nakedness, and start strumming some blues.
Finally Susan stirs and sits up.

“I’m not used to this,” she says.

“Neither am I.”

“I’ll bet... ”

I want to say something nice to her to make
her feel better, but I don’t know what to say. I was never any good
at mouthing polite banalities. I usually remain silent.

Even though the sex was not good, I feel
relaxed, the need satisfied. It’s the idea of possessing a sexy
woman, which is the most important thing, not the act itself. After
a few days, the need will return, controlling me, or, at least, a
good part of me.

Outside, twilight — soft campus sounds. In
three weeks I will be on my way to Europe. I am nervous... the
unknown, vast, frightening.

Two days later I am sitting in a windowsill
in the main building at Bennington watching all the gentle,
longhaired, artsy, girls walk by. It is too much for me. I have
gotten shy and self-conscious. With so many girls to choose from,
it becomes too obvious. I withdraw into myself and cannot approach
anyone... only stare. The girls like my long hair, bohemian, poetic
look. At least many of them do. Some of them are frightened, since
all the other young men have short, neat hair or crew cuts.

A pencil-thin girl with a haunted look
approaches me and says, “You’re a Gemini, aren’t you?” She’s right,
and it makes me wonder if there isn’t some truth in astrology. I
sense that she’s picking me up, but I’m not interested in her, so I
only smile and nod.

Outside, Bennington is trees, flowers,
grass, woods, missed opportunities and unrequited or un-acted-upon
longings.

In Boston, walking the familiar streets the
night before graduation, I try to make sense of who I am and why I
am. I agree with Heidegger who places human existence before an
essence — God — that may or may not exist. Without God there is
only a human ethic and everything is possible. I have total
freedom, but this freedom means constant indecision, fear, chaos. I
can go left or I can go right.

I have no direction; I do not know who I am.
I have my music, my books, my smile, my fears. Why can’t I be like
Camus’ Meursault and overcome my fears by realizing that everything
is absurd... that “nothing has the least importance.” That’s how I
would like to be, but I am not. I do care what happens to
me, yet I don’t know why.

* * *

It should be paradise but it really seems
more like the opposite. Seth and I and 200 high school girls aboard
the S.S. Orania on the way to Europe. Every one of them seems to be
in love with me and I don’t know whom to choose. There’s never any
place to go, anyway, and most of them are virgins... afraid. If I
was frustrated before the trip, it’s worse now. There is a god and his name is irony.

Early morning... awake in the dock. Sounds of
voices with strong cockney accents. Feeling strange, alone,
frightened. What am I doing here? Where do we go from here? Leaving
the ship, this high school girl hands me a 95- page love
letter.

David, I have found your
name is David through my Chapel Hill Friend who found it out from
your Chapel Hill friend. I am standing at the side of the ship now,
looking at the black water and thinking of you. I think, David,
that I am falling in love with you, though I know only a little bit
about you. But would you believe how much I have thought about that
little? I will tell you, David, what I know about you and why I
love it.

David, the first time I
saw you I loved you! This doesn’t happen often, but it is even more
of a miracle, because before I saw you I was sure, with old-world
weariness, that I would never
love anybody again, after all my terrible
affairs, which it is better to announce than to hint at, since you,
David, lovely David, have dispelled their gloom!

I adore you. I am sitting
here in my top bunk hugging myself, and scribbling with adoration
for you, you darling, you joy. But why do we have to have
spaghetti? And why am I so fat. Now
you think I’m a fat, nervous, awkward, little,
hair-ribboned Chapel Hill girl. Oh what merriment! David, every
time I meet your eyes I feel like jumping across the table and
dancing around in circles with you in wild glee. This is the effect
you have on poor girls; they drop in your path, darling. What a boy! What a
boy!

Oh but David, my David,
you don’t know, you think I am this stupid little girl with a crush
on you, when really I am a goddess. Oh how I love
you.

Gail

I am flattered, but don’t know what to say.
She is plain ... Not my type... But this is the way it always is.
Why can’t she be another?

England is rain. Seth and I have rented a
Deux Chevaux Citroen and drive to Oxford after spending the night
in a London youth hostel. Most of our spare time in England is
spent in pubs learning to play darts. When they hear we are
Americans, they talk politics. Pub politics seem to agree that
Eisenhower is an old man who has been conquered by events, and that
the U.S. needs a young energetic president.

Two hundred girls in love with me on a ship
and I never got laid once. I am horny. Pain, passion and chaotic
poetry give me a haunted look like a Dostoevsky character.

In Holland the sun is shining, which is a
relief after so many days of rain in England. The country is
beautiful and the women are sexy. They all seem to have muscular
legs, like athletes. But I am feeling shy as Seth and I sit in a
restaurant in Rotterdam, where I open my phrase book and try to
learn a few words in Dutch...

Seth is driving as I look out of the window
at the flat, but lovely, country. The sand dunes on the beach are
the country’s highest mountains. There are not too many cars;
almost everyone rides bikes, or motorbikes. A few thinly-planted
trees are scattered here and there with small egg-shaped haystacks
rising in rows from the earth. Field upon field stretches out in
the distance containing vegetables, red-roofed houses and, of
course, windmills.

As we pass through the towns we notice the
traditional Dutch costumes still being worn by the older
generation, but not by the younger generation, of course. Their
favorite music is American rock and roll.

Vlissingen, a small resort town on the
coast. We park the Deux Chevaux, called “Ugly Duckling” in Dutch,
near the center. There is a carnival in town and we wander over.
Everyone is busy putting up the rides and the stands. I become
friendly with the family that runs the carnival. They have a young
daughter, blonde, blue eyes, teenager... very shy. When she hears
we are Americans she produces a guitar and tells me she loves rock
and roll. I take the guitar and start playing — not rock and roll —
but folk and bluegrass music. Soon a crowd of Dutch kids has
gathered — light-haired, lively, expressive, beautiful kids. They
appreciate my music. I look up. A beautiful girl with reddish hair
is looking at me. I smile at her and receive a warm smile back.

Annika is an athlete, a javelin thrower, yet
she is thin and lithe. We are walking to my hotel, my arm around
her shoulder. I need her badly, but, as we mount the stairs, the
owner of the hotel blocks our path. She spreads her five fingers
across her face indicating jail. Annika does not look more than her
17 years. We leave. We cannot go to her place since she lives with
her parents. I’ll find a place, I say, but it is now becoming
sordid and she is getting nervous and has to go home. I have lost
her. My depression increases, spoiling the beauty of the day and
the beauty of the country.

Outside Hamburg we pick up two German girls
hitchhiking. They are young, (18, 19)... One of them is sexy ...
I’m the first Jew they’ve ever met, a novelty, an exhibit in a
sideshow. I had wanted to avoid Germany and its memory of
concentration camps, and here we are with two German girls. Both
Seth and I trying to make one of them. The uglier one wants me,
while the prettier one seems to have erected a barrier. However,
she invites us to spend the night at her parents’ home.

The mother is retiring, mousy; the father,
however, likes to talk. A former soldier, he survived the Russian
front. He is as peaceful and friendly as anyone I have ever met.
“German history I like not. Too much war... Too much violence.”
Confusing. The lovely daughter goes to bed. I hope she will come
into my room during the night. She does not. Perhaps she was hoping
the same, but I felt too awkward and unsure.

I assume Copenhagen is an attractive city,
but all I can think of is the women. Sometimes I wish I could just
be an observer, calmly, objectively, dispassionately watching the
passing scene, instead of being a passionate participant. English
seems to be the main language in Copenhagen. American tourists and
G.I.’s everywhere. Dancing with a hard, sexy Danish girl who
refuses to believe I’m an American. She wanders off to find a G.I.
while I wander back to my room alone.

We will go to Stockholm to visit MajBritt who
spent a year as an exchange high school student in the States. She
was too wild and loose, and kept getting shuttled from family to
family. A plain girl with round firm breasts, she...

Dear David

I am already much too
dependent on you. I am afraid I will suffocate you with my love.
You do not feel tied down — just now, but if you come back, don’t
ever tell what you did. No tears, no... but black emptiness. I
would like to touch your warm body with my lips now and hold out my
hand for you to kiss and give me strength. I need you
desperately.

I am so sorry you could
not come down from Boston. I felt lonely and despairing. I did not
know where I would be the next day — Maybe at 74th Street, but just
as well in Detroit. As usual I felt lost — this time not in the big
city but in a huge impersonal organization. I needed someone
terribly. To come in close contact with... someone to feel that I
was human. I need someone to be with all the time... not just
glorious moments and then a big, black nothing till the next flash
of holiness. Because I am a woman I must have you here to give me
warmth and kindness, too, in return for force and lyrics, for a
woman can never go beyond and above herself. I would not care if
you were together with other girls, or if you, like Dean, ran away
to Los Angeles or Mexico... Only if I was so sure of my strength
that I could wait... and make you return... But I am
not.

MajBritt

Stockholm is the most beautiful city I have
ever seen. It is built on the water in a series of connecting
islands and peninsulas. Its physical plant is breathtaking.
Everywhere there are public parks, concerts, urinals, baths.

As usual we are homeless. I am tired of this
homelessness. In some ways, Stockholm is much like the United
States — from hamburgers and hot dogs to Parker pens, Chevrolets,
American nightclubs, American music.

The works of Carl Miles, the sculptor, adorn
the city. Parks with nude statues spitting water, churches with
black pointed wooden domes. The old town and the palace are
situated on a small island with narrow streets and squares from
medieval times.

The youth hostel is located on a big
frigate, a four master, which lies in the harbor. In a nearby park
is the public bath, while next to the park is the Tetley Tea House
where foreign students and other youngsters gather. There are
always several French art students doing pastel drawings in the
streets. It seems the most copied artists are Franz Mark and Marc
Chagall.

MajBritt is not home when we get there. She
is in Germany. Her parents are very welcoming and we spend a day
with them. But I am restless. It is time to go to Paris and prepare
for the year. Seth takes the car and heads towards Russia, while I
take the train.

European train travel is exciting. It is
multi-lingual and multi-border. Customs officials entering the
cars, asking for passports. There is something very lonely and
incomprehensible about train stations. It reflects my own
loneliness and apprehensions. In my compartment there is a girl
from Belgium with an English boyfriend; a Swedish boy going to
Paris for vacation; a French lady returning home; a German girl on
the way to school in Lubeck (pretty)... She gets off at Copenhagen.
A mother and a daughter from Hamburg. Our second-class compartment
seats eight comfortably.

You can tell what country you are in by the
shape of the haystacks. In Germany they come to a point, in
Scandinavia there are many peaks, while in Belgium they are rounder
and taller than in Germany.

As the train speeds by towns and villages, I
see the lights in the homes. There are homes with fathers, mothers,
children, warmth, comfort, evening meals, stability. Everything I
lack. I am driven by things I do not understand, and as I see the
lights, curtains, families, I feel an outcast, alone. I have my
parents at home, loving parents, yet they can never understand what
tortures me... They can hold me, sympathize, occasionally give me
money ... but they can never give me peace.

Stockholm,
Nykoping, Helsingborg, Helisingor, Copenhagen, Hamburg, Lubeck,
Bremen, Dusseldorf, Köln, Aachen, Liege, PARIS.

It is impossible to find a room in Paris
except in hotels. An empty apartment or room simply does not exist.
They are bequeathed from friend to friend like precious family
jewels. My French is abominable, which makes me terribly shy and
afraid to talk. I register for courses in French at the Alliance
Française and plan to remain there until October when the Sorbonne
begins. It is August and most of the French have deserted the city.
The Quartier Latin is filled with foreign students learning the
language. I spend hours staring at a map of Paris, not knowing
where to begin. There is so much. My first impressions of the city
have all come from wandering the dark streets of the Quartier Latin
which is now very quiet and empty with the students on vacation.
The amazing thing about Paris is that you feel its history.
The city still looks ancient; one can imagine the barricades in the
streets. I walk over to the Panthéon along deserted streets,
passing the Facultés of the university before returning to my hotel
on the Rue des Écoles.

I run into three girls from college. One of
them is with an Algerian boy who suggests that I move into his
hotel in the cinquième, the Hotel des Alliés on Rue
Berthollet. I now have an address and a telephone number — GOBelins
47-52, a large double bed with rolled pillow in the French fashion.
The room costs 8,000 francs a month, which comes to 37 dollars. A
shower costs 110 francs. If I shower twice a week, this will be
nine showers a month or 990 francs, an additional $2, or $39 in
all.

The Rue Berthollet is on the outskirts of
the Latin Quarter, a quiet residential area, 15-20 minutes from the
Alliance Française, 10 minutes from the Sorbonne. I am moving my
belongings from the Rue des Écoles when a man in a small truck
beckons to me to hop aboard. His name is Michel and he runs a
modest hotel-restaurant, as run-down and dirty as the ones in
Mexico. He rounds up students and feeds them, but only if they are
“comrades” and not “capitalistes.” Since I’m sloppily dressed and a
student, I qualify as a “comrade.”

I am given a huge meal and I promise to come
back the next night. Michel says he will feed me any time for 200
francs (40 cents). I return the next day with my guitar and play
for the half dozen or so people who are gathered there. Nobody
listens, but everybody applauds. There are some Germans there. Most
of the friends I make seem to be German. The younger generation of
Germans is the most “sympathique” people in Europe, and I seem to
have more in common with the young Germans than with anyone else.
They love American folk music and they play it all the time.

I am crying... real tears... lying on my bed
staring at the cracks in the ceiling. I am thinking of the last two
years of my life ... at college... in the Village. A combination of
intense frustration and beauty stemming from the
incomprehensibility of it all. There is something intangible which
I cannot understand. When I think of my friends, my actions, my
conflicts, I begin to cry. It is somehow irrevocably tied up with
folk music, which is the age-old bond of tears. I am afraid to
leave my past. I am afraid of Paris. I don’t want to go any
further...

Dear David,

I have such curiosity to
see you again! Wonder whether/how much you’ve changed? I have.
People never change, I suppose, only “come out” differently. Maya
no longer has ass-length hair. I cut it! Now I look like
this...

“Was just becoming a real
“pro” model in N.Y.C. when I left. I’ll be back though. It’s my
home and my love. Everyone asks, now and then, about that beautiful
handsome boy (name — David). Gleefully, proudly exclaim “In Paris.”
Modeled for a man named Reisman and as I gazed at the walls there
was a picture; it really surprised me. Of you.

It is you.

“Do write, my Dot. Think
of thin cold Vermont air. Think of Spaghetti searches. Think of
42nd St. Think of San Remo’s and me.

Love

Maya

I think of Maya. Backstage at a Pete Seeger
Concert at the Cooper Union... Desperate with desire and trying not
to stare too hard at this tall, wild-looking redhead, who is
talking to Seeger. Seeger brings me over to meet Woody Guthrie who
is sitting in a chair ill from Parkinson’s disease. In the presence
of such greatness it is hard to know what to say... The redhead
approaches me, “Do you know Julie Carmody?” she asks. “No,” I say.
“You look like her,” she says, and smiles. She takes me back to her
loft on University Place not far from the Cedar Bar and the Living
Theatre. She has big breasts and a round ass, nice thighs. We make
love. It is my first time. At last, at last, at last. After so many
years of longing, of masturbation, of shyness.

I split my time between Maya’s place and my
parents’. At a party a week later, I meet a tall, bohemian girl
with nice legs and a plain face. We make love, and as I walk home
to my parents at 5 in the morning with that special spring
coolness/warmth in the air, I feel ecstatic... I have been
unfaithful to my mistress.

Maya is a model and I begin modeling, too,
at the Art Students League, the Henry Street Settlement, and for
various artists. We hang out at the Cedar Bar with the abstract
expressionists. I make my living from the realists, but socialize
with the expressionists.

Three months earlier I had been at college
on the verge of suicide. Nineteen, and still a virgin, filled with
desire which totally possessed me... leading a life which seemed
meaningless. Melvin and I read Camus, L’étranger, and decide
to do away with ourselves. We turn on the gas but do not complete
the act. As the gas fills the room, I strum on my guitar “If I
could live on a Foggy Mountain Top, I’d sail away to the West. I’d
sail all around this whole wide world to the girl that I love
best... ”

According to Camus, there is no God, no
purpose... so why live? We turn off the gas. We live.

I cannot do my work. My father calls a
psychiatrist. He asks me what I intend to do. “Be a film director
and marry a Swedish Princess,” I say. The psychiatrist tells my
father I am out of touch with reality and recommends my
hospitalization. Instead, I leave school.

I am walking downtown on Madison Avenue
looking at corporate American Types with their short clipped,
clean-cut hair, the girls in their tight skirts and their empty
faces. I can never be a part of this. I am different... I do not
want to be a part of it, but I do not know where to go, who I am. I
cannot compromise... I cannot conform and be like them, but I have
no other direction. Thus I have fear — fear of the future, fear of
aging, fear of insanity, fear of sickness, death. My hair is
long... My eyes see different things. Sometimes I have gone through
the motions and tried to get jobs in offices but it has always
failed. Instead, I get jobs as a dishwasher, art model, truck
loader.

I do not belong in the world of Middle America,
but I do not seem to belong anywhere else. I am not a writer,
painter, filmmaker; I am a poet who does not write poetry. Perhaps
there is a fear of failure if I were to try to get my feelings on
paper. I enter an office building on Park Avenue, one of those tall
glass buildings where they shuffle paper from one basket to
another. I stare at the people and look at the women. They glance
at me and look away. We have nothing in common. I walk over to 5th
Avenue and head to the Village. Below 14th Street I feel more at
ease. I pass the Provincetown Playhouse. I would like to be part of
the acting world, but I am not an actor, nor a stagehand, nor a
scene designer. Outside of the Figaro, on the corner of Bleecker
and MacDougal, I stand and watch the passing people. I start
talking to a girl I’ve met a couple of times, but she does not
attract me. Soon she leaves and Michael comes along... We chat
monosyllabically, while our eyes, as if under their own power, scan
the streets for women. Michael is dark, lean, and hungry... like
me. We walk up Bleecker. He has a friend in what is now becoming
the East Village who has some pot, and he invites me along. I have
nothing better to do so I join him. The pad is nearly barren, a
couple of mattresses, some pillows, a chair, a wobbly table. His
friend and another guy and two unattractive bohemian girls are
lying around smoking. I take a joint and after a few puffs feel
high. Soon I will get hungry and then tired, but Michael and I will
continue walking around looking for something ... our eyes
searching every face, every building, every store, but not really
seeing. We think we want a woman, but perhaps it is something else.
Michael is a painter, at least he has that. I have only this
ability to relate to people, to be accepted, to empathize with
those down, different, crazy, unattached wanderers. I also have
this nature, which is restless, and wants to experience everything,
yet which seems to know mostly suffering.

Dear David

If yours was a letter
written after many months of thinking and choosing words and
thoughts, mine is one written after five minutes of no thought and
am happy/glad from reading what you wrote; and an eagerness to hear
from you again so I am writing immediately. Yes, yes, you are
infinitely welcome, with guitar and friends of all sexes; we will
contrive all the food you want, a younger (but not too younger)
sister, or a small brother if that is the way your taste runs, and
Dina (the same sister mentioned) says she can find you the text of
the ‘Pallet on the Floor’ you so earnestly requested. Don’t forget
your guitar, because I am teaching myself to play the mandolin and
we can have much fun singing and playing.

Finished Murphy, think it
is fantastic and recommend it to any and all fans of Beckett. It is
in some respects, I think, a key to Waiting for G. and Fin de
Partie.

My hair is long I am
hideously desperate for someone to talk to. When you come I shall
probably fall on you like the Assyrian swept down like a wolf on
the fold in my eagerness for the sight of someone or something
resembling people. Come at once, just call before you do, and I
shall compose odes in your honor...

Do you know Ibsen’s Nora?
‘The most wonderful thing in the world is going to happen soon.’
That’s how I feel. I am so self-supporting. I am going to write. I
am going to sing. I am going to be an artist...

much, much, much
love

Donna

Melvin is also in New York. He is
baby-sitting for a family and asks me to come over and meet them.
The “babies” are a tall, completely developed high school girl
named Nelly and her younger sister. There is an immediate
attraction, and Nelly tells me that she is not a virgin. We go out
and sit in the Cedar Bar. Maya is away for the day, so we go up to
our place and make love.

I am fascinated by her. She is beautiful, wild,
and tells me how she goes to the park without underwear so she can
be penetrated while sitting on the park bench.

One night I return to the loft on University
Place and it is filled with about 15 of the dirtiest, seediest
people I have ever seen, sitting, lying down, smoking hash or
shooting up; “friends” of Maya. I leave. Our romance is over. But
our ties are not over. She has gotten pregnant and returns home to
Indianapolis to have an abortion.

Nickey is in town with his banjo and we give
a street concert at Place St. Michel in front of a large audience.
People seem to like our music and a lot of coins are thrown into
the cigar box. We sing until my voice is gone.

Paris is unbelievably fascinating. There is
so much life, movement and artistry here. The whole city is a
museum. The booksellers along the Seine — thousands of sidewalk
cafes crowded with interesting people. My best friend in Paris is
the Algerian boy, Khier, who showed me to my hotel. He works in the
Post Office and I will eat with him in the canteen there tonight.
After that we are going to St. Michel to meet two French girls, who
are both dancers and had listened to me playing the night before.
After so many foreigners, they will be the first young French
people I will have met. Khier and I sit in the cafe, but the girls
do not arrive.

A girl with a great body is standing at a
bus stop. I want her but I am too timid, too sensitive... I am
possessed with too much self-awareness and an overly conscious
mind, which results in paralysis of action. I would like to live a
life where nothing matters, yet to me everything matters. It is all
too serious.

I walk slowly past the bus stop, pretend to
look in a window... I am aching with desire. Her face is cold,
insensitive, bourgeois, vacuous... Most people are like that... The
mass of men and women are empty inside. They do not see. I am
outside, alone. I search for a kindling eye... a spark ... there is
none.

And just before I turn to stone

I catch one kindling eye

It signals, “You are not alone,

For all must sin who die.”

Attila Joszef, the Hungarian poet, wrote those
lines.

I wander, feeling the rhythm of the streets.
Beautiful girls pass, indifferent to my longing... Indifferent to
everything. I suffer, for I am alive. They are hollow and dead. A
group of young people — beatniks — are sitting near the entrance to
the Odéon Metro stop. They are laughing at an old lady, a
hunchback, who can hardly walk. They are insensitive. They laugh at
suffering. Nothing matters to them... But they seem happy... Maybe
I should be like them, living only for the moment. But my mind is
filled with too many thoughts and conflicts and that self-awareness
that prevents enjoyment.

I am walking on the Right Bank now... The
Tuilleries, the Champs Elysées, past Notre Dame to the île St.
Louis. The Louvre is filled with Americans. I cannot interest
myself in the paintings. I continue — Place de la Concorde, Rue de
Rivoli... and soon I have reached the Bastille where a Fête
is being held. It is run by the newspaper, L’Humanité, the
Communist paper in Paris... a gigantic sprawling affair, attended
by hundreds of thousands of people (“Une foule immense” to quote
L’Humanité).

The main attraction is the appearance of the
Negro-American singer Paul Robeson. Robeson sings “Old Man River”
and “Joe Hill” and follows with a rousing speech in praise of the
French Communist Party, the Soviet Union, Stalingrad (he quotes
FDR). When Robeson finishes talking about “our fight,” the
entertainment ends with a strong rendition of “L’Internationale”
(“L’Internationale sera le genre humain.”) Crazy hats are
everywhere... most of them shaped like Russian hats, colored red
with white stars. The size of the crowd is a bit scary. But they
say that Communism in France is different from Communism in Russia.
Less ideological, less rigid, less militant, less homogenous.

It is now night and I wander back to the Seine.
I pass the Défense d’Afficher signs, the cafes, the shops.
Every street in Paris is packed with small shops... One need never
leave one’s block to buy anything. The Communists will never be a
match for the small shopkeepers. The woman guarding the
caisse, checking every centime, will control France. The
buildings along the Seine are lit up in spectacular display... But
I am lonely... and I feel the women. I am walking up Rue Saint
Denis with the prostitutes standing inside doorways showing off
their bodies... Dark shadows creep by... lonely men... men consumed
with lust... their souls and beings worth nothing... enveloped by
lust. I am one of them, though I pretend not to be... I have walked
the gamut... I avoid Rue Saint Denis on the way back to the hotel…
I cannot find peace.

My misunderstood
friend,

After I wrote my mother a
magical letter, I thought of you and of the beauty and power which
is inhibiting your screwed up little self. A beauty that is
sleeping and I hope will break forth one day. Your inner beauty
will not become a dominant part of you because you are not whole
yet. I do not want to smash your ego, but you are still a boy. I
would like to see you as a man. You are not whole in the sense that
you wish to think yourself “sick.” You are not metaphysically sick
and you cannot attain that beat “sickness” because you have no
cause. You have nothing to fight for... I have seen so many “beat,”
sick people and they are lost — and you are not lost. You live and
you are vibrant, but your vibrancy is not whole. These sick people
believe they suffer, but they do not. They believe they live life,
but they do not. For living is not just a momentary thing — it is
always present. It is a standing up straight in order to fight the
nothingness. To know that life is absurd. Then to affirm the
nothingness by the development of oneself and also to commit
oneself. You can do neither as of now because you are not aware of
the nothingness of life and you cannot commit yourself. This is
shown by your desire to experience everything at the same
time.

You must learn to give to
people or you cannot receive from them. You cannot ask them for
help in any of your problems because you cannot give to them. Tell
us all your problems and we listen. I cannot help you now or ever
because you do not really give. You look into my eyes and see
yourself reflected. Thus, you could never love because you cannot
see the soul of the other. Fine souls they are. You are so tied up
in knots that you enjoy yourself this way. You really make no
attempt to untie these knots. And it is up to you to do this. You
must work out your own salvation.

Behind the facade of
indifference, beatness, and other characteristics, there is
sensitivity, compassion and greatness. But the theories about David
cover them all up... smother them. I look at Laurie, Joanie and
Karen and many others and I become scared. They are lost in their
own individual ways. But you are not, and this is why I have hope
for you. There is so much more I can say, but I am afraid to
because it will scare you away.

Loveness, Linda

I find the letter from Linda in my cubbyhole
at the hotel desk. There is also a letter from my parents. Linda
and I had made love the day before graduation. Just the one time...
then she fled to Pennsylvania and I fled to France. I fled in
search of and in fear of. She?

My parents are at the Cape — sand, sandals,
salt water, the beer hall, the Colony near the Wharf, Fisher Road,
New York artists, white-capped and loud-shirted tourists emerging
from the Boston Belle — midget sailboats rocked in the wake of the
Belle — the Provincetown Playhouse — Dennis, Hyannis... Commercial
Street with its continual traffic of cars and people along its
narrow way — Bradford Street leading to the Dunes. The dunes along
the beach and the Portuguese fishermen who watch the summer
transformation... Hans Hoffman... high dunes near Truro... walking
along the beach past the semi-nude bodies. One extraordinary body
on the beach and I am talking to her, but she is unresponsive and I
walk away... Wellfleet and Holiday House... Sitting often in the
same bar watching the bearded man in sandals sketch
portraits...

Maureen is a high school girl... sandals,
bohemian, firm legs, innocent... I have my guitar, she her art. We
become a pair but do not make love... I meet Sally in the Holiday
House. Here is no innocence, just a look that says “sex.” I can
feel that she is mine, that I will be an “experience” for her. I
promise to pick her up at her place at 8, and when I arrive the
headlights of my car illumine her naked body on the road doing a
lascivious dance. She has the biggest and firmest ass I have ever
seen... I take her back to the cabin I am sharing on the beach and
we make love... I feel I have attained something... I have found
something, and for one or two days there is peace, but then there
is nothing except loneliness, restlessness, yearning, comfort in
music and the never ending need for a new experience.

I wandered and I watched the people on
Commercial Street in the same way I am now walking and staring at
the faces in Paris. And I observe every look, every gesture. But I
am apart...

I do not want to go to my empty room, so I
knock on Khier’s door. He is one of several Algerians living in the
hotel. When he was 16, he worked 14 hours a day washing dishes and
made 60NF (12 dollars) a month. This was supposed to support a
family of six. Usually, he had only bread to eat. He joined the FLN
at 17, was caught by the French, tortured, and thrown into prison.
He has had a brain concussion since his beatings four years ago.
The French let him out of jail to join the French Army to fight
against his friends. He says that if an Arab does well, the French
get jealous and will fire all successful Algerians.

Khier invites me in, offers me tea and we
discuss our loneliness.

Night... I am on the Rue de la Huchette... I
enter a bar, have a beer. Boring faces; I pay, leave. Next door is
a dance cave. I hesitate, walk past it. I do not like
dancing, or the people one finds there... but my loneliness leads
me down the stairs. I pay the 5 francs, enter and watch the
dancers. I cannot communicate... There are several sexy girls but I
am too depressed to mouth the necessary banalities. Then I notice a
girl with reddish brown hair. She is staring at me. Our eyes
meet... She looks away, but I have seen enough. She wants me to
speak to her. I smile. She smiles back. Her name is Tatyana... She
is German — from Wuppertal. She is working as an au pair for a
family of writers in Montmartre. She is fairly attractive but not
really my type... Our souls communicate, but my body is not all
afire. I sense the tragedy to come.
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