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“[A]n eyewitness’ testimony of watching—indeed, making—cultural history. Eloquent and compassionate, Joan Baez has stunned millions with the purity of her voice; she has also acted unwaveringly on her non-party-line beliefs, and it’s fitting that her memoir would offer its own share of provocation.”—GAIL CALDWELL, THE BOSTON GLOBE
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FIFTY YEARS AFTER HER STUNNING DEBUT at the Newport Folk Festival, Joan Baez remains a musical force of nature whose influence is incalculable. Her voice is part of the soundtrack of a generation, and her commitment to social justice helped form its conscience. She marched on the front line of the civil rights movement with Martin Luther King, Jr., inspired Václav Havel in his fight for a Czech Republic, sang on the first Amnesty International tour, and stood alongside Nelson Mandela on his ninetieth birthday in London’s Hyde Park. She brought the ’60s Free Speech Movement into the spotlight, organized resistance to the war in Southeast Asia, and forty years later saluted the Dixie Chicks for their courage to protest war. Her earliest recordings fed a host of traditional ballads into the rock vernacular, and she unself-consciously introduced Bob Dylan to the world in 1963 in an effort to bring attention to songwriters that continues to this day.


Hers is a journey of the spirit, told with intimacy and passion as Baez shares her introduction to folk music and her baptism as its first female star in the coffee houses of Cambridge, Massachusetts. She recounts her musical and personal entwinement with Bob Dylan; her marriage to David Harris, and their painful breakup; and the joy she found upon the birth of her son, Gabriel.


With a new introduction by acclaimed music critic Anthony DeCurtis, And a Voice to Sing With is the story of an American cultural icon. Marked by the openness and vulnerability that have touched us in her music, and the passion and integrity that have informed her politics, this is a disarmingly frank and stirring memoir of the life and work of one of the most extraordinary performers of our time.
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“[A] revealing autobiography . . . [H]er honesty and ideals are appealing, and in her life story one can see the passage of an artistic Everyman.”—BARBARA GOLDSMITH,


THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW
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JOAN BAEZ is a world-renowned singer, songwriter, and social activist. She has released over thirty albums, most recently her 2008 studio album, The Day After Tomorrow. In 2007, the National Academy of Recording Arts & Sciences presented her with a Lifetime Achievement Award. To learn more about Joan Baez and her music, visit www.joanbaez.com.
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PRAISE FOR
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“[A] revealing autobiography . . . In charting her ascent in the world of folk music, Ms. Baez is possessed of rapier-sharp observation and recalls events in bright snapshots. Ms. Baez’s 20-year metamorphosis from popular folk singer to 80’s survivor provides an instructional tale from which one could extrapolate the changes in values in our society in the past two decades. [H]er honesty and ideals are appealing, and in her life story one can see the passage of an artistic Everyman. Joan Baez says, ‘I was less than perfect,’ but also observes, ‘I have led an extraordinary life.’ No one can disagree.”


—Barbara Goldsmith, The New York Times Book Review


“Her reminiscence of 25 years of stardom has more range than most such memoirs . . . It also resonates with an eyewitness’ testimony of watching—indeed, making—cultural history. Eloquent and compassionate, Joan Baez has stunned millions with the purity of her voice; she has also acted unwaveringly on her non-party-line beliefs, and it’s fitting that her memoir would offer its own share of provocation.”


—Gail Caldwell, The Boston Globe


“A very personal memoir with stories of parents, siblings, and friends as well as rock musicians and movie stars; it is well written and, at times, moving. Recommended.”


—Tim LaBorie, Library Journal
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INTRODUCTION


“When people come up to me, as they do, and say something about the voice, there is a ninety-nine percent chance that they will also say something about the activism,” Joan Baez explains about the two best-known aspects of her extraordinary life. “And what they say is very moving to me. They talk about the part my activism has played in their lives, how it helped move them from one point to another on their journey.


“The most affecting stories are from people who were in the military,” she continues, “how, when they were in Vietnam or another war zone, they got hold of an album, despite its being prohibited. They describe how they would play it at night, and what it meant to them. For some of them, it was part of their being able to leave the military. For others it was some kind of balm that helped them get through it all. When I hear stories like that, I’m glad I was there.”


As you read Joan Baez’s candid, comprehensive autobiography, And a Voice to Sing With, which originally appeared in 1987, it sometimes seems that, from the time her first album appeared in 1960, when she was nineteen years old, to her opening the Live Aid concert in Philadelphia twenty-five years later, she was not simply “there,” but everywhere. She marched with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in Mississippi and Alabama, and performed while pregnant in front of half a million people at Woodstock. She sang “We Shall Overcome” at King’s 1963 March on Washington, and she stood beside Vaclav Havel and Lech Walesa as they sought to free their countries from Soviet domination.


Baez spent decades traveling wherever she was most needed and could do the most good. She is a figure whose name is as indelibly linked to the ideal of nonviolence as those of King and Mahatma Gandhi. And despite the one-dimensional stereotype of her as a naïve dupe of the left that still occasionally rears itself in the media, Baez has proven herself a thorn in the side of every regime, of whatever political stripe, that fails to live up to a civilized code of ethics.


Her account in this book of battles with the American left in the late ’70s, after she criticized the government of Vietnam for human rights violations, should disabuse anyone of the notion that Baez is guided by anything other than a firm devotion to principle. If her values could lead her to visit North Vietnam during what turned out to be the most virulent bombing raids of the war—another completely riveting chapter of And a Voice to Sing With—those same values would not permit her to countenance the post-war regime’s brutality against its own people. For Baez, what’s right is, quite simply, what’s right.


For all those reasons, it’s very easy to gravitate toward her activism when discussing Baez; millions of people, in desperate situations all over the world, have had reason to be glad she was “there” for them. For many years that peerless degree of commitment was what mattered most to her. As she bluntly stated in 1970, “music alone isn’t enough for me. If I’m not on the side of life in action as well as in music, then all those sounds, however beautiful, are irrelevant to the only real question of this century: How do we stop men from murdering each other, and what am I doing with my life to help stop the murdering?”


But Baez made her mark as a singer, and such a view undervalues her distinctive talent. “I was born gifted” are the very first words of this book, and in many ways Baez took her singing for granted precisely because it was a gift. She will refer to “the voice,” as she puts it, in nearly impersonal terms, as if it were only incidentally her own. Baez goes on to say, “I can speak of my gifts with little or no modesty, but with tremendous gratitude, precisely because they are gifts, and not things which I created, or actions about which I might be proud.” The “voice,” then, was simply a presence in her life, something to which for decades she never gave much thought. Whenever she opened her mouth to sing, she believed, it would be there. Her activism, in contrast, constituted a series of moral imperatives, conscious choices to take a stand, an extraordinary string of “actions about which I might be proud.”


It would be a serious mistake, however, to underestimate Baez’s importance as an artist. She was a decisive figure on the American folk scene and helped bring that music to a huge mainstream audience. In addition, she introduced many superb songwriters to that audience as well, most notably Bob Dylan. Her relationship with Dylan, needless to say, is the stuff of history, and constitutes some of the most gripping passages in And a Voice to Sing With. And Baez’s impact extended far beyond the world of folk music. When Jimmy Page was forming Led Zeppelin, he sat Robert Plant down and played him Baez’s soul-wrenching version of “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” and explained that such haunting, acoustic interpretations of age-old material was part of his sonic conception for the band. Zeppelin covered the song on its groundbreaking debut album.


These days, Baez takes great delight in chronicling the many people, almost always men, who have approached her over the years to say that, though they detested her politics, they couldn’t help falling in love with her singing. Her voice has inspired a riot of adjectives over the years—“crystalline,” “bell-like,” and “spine-tingling” represent the merest skim of the surface. But those terms testify to how difficult it is to summon a language that does justice to the impact her singing has, particularly on first hearing.


Quite apart from her politics and her willingness to risk her life repeatedly for causes she believed in, Baez’s voice has always seemed to mean something. It made a powerful and immediate impression early on because the purity of her tone, the sunny heights to which her soprano could climb, the youthful strength of her vibrato, all caught a mood in the culture itself. The very yearning and ache in her singing sounded like a longing for a better world. Her singing mattered.


What we think of as the ’60s had not yet taken shape when Joan Baez burst onto the music scene while still in her teens. Still, something was in the air. The end of Dwight David Eisenhower’s two-term presidency felt distinctly like the end of an era, his World War II heroism still a bright badge of honor but somehow suddenly a relic from a distant time. However much subsequent history has caused us to reevaluate the presidency of John F. Kennedy, his campaign and election shot the country through with new energy and a sense of new possibilities.


After the lull of the ’50s, everything seemed to be at stake. The antinuclear movement made it clear that the issues confronting the world were no longer mere matters of policy, but the very survival of the planet. And the civil rights movement lent a new moral force to the old leftist challenge: Which side are you on? All these developments created an atmosphere in which Baez’s voice could resonate in ways it might never have been able to previously. It provided the soundtrack to an era.


The folk revival underway at the time, a revival in which Baez would play a critical role, was completely enmeshed in all of the political debates roiling the country. “There’s never been a good Republican folk singer,” Baez blithely explained to Time magazine in 1962, but party politics were only a small part of the story. Another significant change had taken place in the ’50s. Folk musicians defined themselves very much in opposition to rock & roll, which they perceived as childish, dumb, and corny. Baez herself frequently made jokes about such adolescent music onstage in her concerts.


But rock & roll, however distant and insignificant it may have seemed to its more serious elders and contemporaries, also helped set the stage for Baez’s ascent and instant acceptance. Rock & roll had galvanized a genuine youth culture that rejected, if only superficially, the claims of its parents. The true implications of that break would not be clear until a few years later, but the music had struck yet another blow against the old guard. The desire for the new was palpable. Rebellion was part of the zeitgeist, and rock & roll had reinforced it.


Enter Joan Baez. Respect for tradition and for older artists was one of the very points of the folk music scene, but at this particular juncture Baez’s youth was viewed positively. Her being a woman helped, too, though initially not in the feminist sense. Her breakthrough paved the way for countless female folk singers, but the importance of that would not become evident until later. Back then her femaleness read simultaneously as innocence and as the impossibility of innocence. Baez lacked the studied nihilism of the Beats, from whom she borrowed some aspects of her visual style. For all her rebelliousness, she seemed recognizable to the mainstream, like a daughter or sister who had gone off to college and grown serious and intense. If a young woman like her, a woman who would otherwise have been expected to be frolicking in a sorority on campus or preparing for marriage (or both), felt the need to sing with such conviction and speak out so bravely, we must be living in perilous times—and times of enormous potential change.


Even the particular character of her beauty seemed right for the moment. She was not a bosomy Fifties cuddle-doll like so many of the pop singers and Hollywood starlets of the period. She was slender and seemed at once vulnerable and strong. Her much-commented-on bare feet again suggested innocence (and a certain subtle eroticism), but also a rejection of more conventional notions about feminine propriety and self-presentation. Her hair was long, thick and lustrous, but simply parted and unfussy, the hair style of an attractive woman who had important things to do.


Even her relatively dark complexion set her apart from her paler female contemporaries in the world of entertainment (a term, predictably, that Baez despised back then). Her father’s Mexican heritage was a serious enough matter when she was growing up in California that, when they were girls, Baez’s younger (and fairer) sister Mimi would avoid being seen with her so that she wouldn’t be harassed. But when Baez became a successful singer, as she did very shortly after her first album came out, her looks seemed alluringly exotic, a reflection of an America that was just beginning to become aware of its multiracial makeup. She sometimes seemed to look Native American, an evocation of another culture that young people, in particular, were beginning to explore with passionate interest.


Beyond her undeniable talent, Baez, in short, represented a new kind of sex symbol, one who made folk music and politics hip and provocative. Young women across the country ironed their hair to look like her. (Of course, she herself wanted curls.) Baez would cheekily attempt to channel her appeal when, in 1968, she and her sisters, Pauline and Mimi, posed for a draft-resistance poster that read GIRLS SAY YES TO BOYS WHO SAY NO. It was a sly attempt to redefine notions of masculinity—it’s not the macho warrior guy who gets the girl in the new countercultural world that antiwar protesters were attempting to bring into existence, but the protester and the pacifist.


However, the gesture earned Baez the wrath of the women’s liberation movement that was just getting started and targeting, among more obvious offenders, sexism on the left. Baez would eventually be vindicated by a postfeminist generation forty years later, when four Brooklyn women created a poster during the 2008 presidential campaign that mimicked the poses of Baez and her sisters under the slogan “Girls Say Yes to Boys Who Say Obama.”


But the same social currents that propelled Joan Baez to national attention—and onto the cover of Time magazine in 1962—exerted enormous pressure on her. One of the most compelling aspects of And a Voice to Sing With is Baez’s honesty about the degree to which her excruciating insecurity occasionally caused her to sound shrill and humorless. She writes, for example, about the attacks on her as “Joanie Phoanie” by cartoonist Al Capp in his widely circulated comic strip “Li’l Abner.” In the autobiography, Baez recalls that Joanie Phoanie was “a slovenly, two-faced showbiz slut, a thinly disguised Commie, who traveled around in a limousine singing ‘songs of protest against poverty and hunger for $10,000 a concert.’ She put out albums like, If It Sounds Phoanie It’s Joanie, which included ‘Lay Those Weapons Down, McNamara,’ ‘Throw Another Draft Card on the Fire!’ and ‘Let’s Conga with the Viet Cong.’”


Frank Sinatra, whom Capp also satirized, made a point of personally calling him to say how much he enjoyed the caricatures, and gave him gifts of champagne. In contrast, Baez took it personally, and was furious. “Either out of ignorance or malice,” she complained at the time, “he has made being for peace equal to being for Communism, the Viet Cong, and narcotics.” For his part, Capp countered that Baez needed to “remember that protest singers don’t own protest. When she protests about others’ rights to protest, she is killing the whole racket.”


Make no mistake about it—Capp’s satire was cynical to the core. He became a prominent voice of the right-wing reaction to the antiwar movement that ushered Richard Nixon and Spiro Agnew into the White House, and his career eventually melted down in the heat of various widely publicized sex scandals. (Evidently his contempt for the morals of young people did not preclude the married cartoonist’s nuzzling up to the coeds on his lucrative college lecture tours.) All that aside, however, twenty years later in And a Voice to Sing With, Baez viewed her response to Capp with fresh insight. “Looking back at both the strip and the situation, I have to laugh,” she writes.


She goes on to admit that “at the time my righteous indignation came from feeling guilty about having money, even if I was giving most of it away. In my heart of hearts, I thought I should not have anything. And that’s where he stung me. . . . Mr. Capp confused me considerably. I’m sorry he’s not alive to read this. It would make him chuckle.”


It’s difficult for those of us who have never taken the risks that Baez has, who have never faced the very real physical dangers that she repeatedly confronted, to imagine that she was insecure about anything. Performing onstage and speaking on camera, Baez has always seemed in complete command. If anything, her poise could sometimes be off-putting. How could she seem so certain at so young an age? How could she be so willing to put her life on the line?


Those questions, of course, are partly excuses to ourselves about our own embarrassing failures—our unwillingness to speak out, even when conditions may have clearly called for it, or our inability to rise to the occasion and not run from danger but face up to it if a principle is at stake. Baez has set a matchless standard in both those regards. As she stated in Rolling Stone in 1987, she stands as a symbol of being willing to “follow through on your beliefs.”


But that does not mean that she didn’t struggle with her own inner fears, a continual battle that this book makes painfully vivid. With a straightforwardness that she describes as “neurotically honest,” she discusses the paralyzing stage fright that she has combated her entire life, as well as her sense that, regardless of how much she tried to do in support of nonviolence and her other cherished causes, it somehow never seemed to be enough. Then there was also the sense of inadequacy that she could never quell in her most important relationships. Her poignant efforts to be a perfect housewife in her marriage to draft resister David Harris would shock anyone who viewed her, as Al Capp did, as a shrieking harridan of protest.


“I tried so hard to be a good wife,” she writes. When a group of feminists visited her to ask that she pull her antidraft poster off the market, she recounts, “I kept running back and forth to the kitchen, fixing them sandwiches and lemonade, while they nudged each other and looked in exasperation at the ceiling.”


It turns out that the shifting cultural values of the ’60s were as confusing on a personal level to Baez as they were for the millions of people who were looking to figures like her to provide them with direction. “When I got married and wanted to be the perfect housewife is exactly when the apron came out saying, ‘Fuck housework,’” she says now, laughing. “I didn’t know what to think. I’d seen my mother do all the things she did, and I guess I was thinking that’s what I’m supposed to do—just when there were all these people saying, ‘That’s a terrible way to waste your life.’”


Much later her public life underwent a similar reevaluation. More seriously than wondering if she had acted properly in a dustup with a cartoonist, by the end of the period documented in And a Voice to Sing With, Baez began to reexamine not the content of the many causes she supported, but the particular way she conducted her political life, and the psychological role that her activism fulfilled for her. It’s a process of introspection that has continued to this day.


“I had to stop the addiction of doing things for people,” Baez says now, speaking from her home in the hills outside Palo Alto. “That was my addiction. It wasn’t alcohol. It wasn’t drugs. It had been sex to a degree, as you can gather from the book. But it really was an addiction to keeping moving, to keeping myself on the front lines.


“Now if I want to do something out there in the world, it’s a choice,” she continues, citing as an example her 2005 performance at a rally in then-President Bush’s hometown of Crawford, Texas, in support of Cindy Sheehan, whose son was killed in the Iraq War. “I knew that was a place where I could do the maximum amount of good,” she explains. “But the element of mania about it is gone.” Baez also actively supported the candidacy of Barack Obama in 2008, the first time that she has ever endorsed a candidate for political office.


Baez takes great care to make it clear that her efforts to unravel her own complex motivations do not detract from the worthiness of the many causes she supported in the past. “The trick for me is to accept that there was an element of craziness to it—that was the addiction part,” she says. “I couldn’t help myself. I couldn’t stop myself. But at the same time I need to say that I’m glad I did it, and that it was meaningful, both to me and to other people.”


These days, Baez lives a quieter life, and, now that she’s sixty-eight, family has joined “the voice” and “the activism” among the most essential elements of her days. Her father and her sister Mimi, both major characters in this book, have died since it first appeared. Her mother, as lively and outspoken as ever, now lives in a house on Baez’s property. Of her older sister, Pauline, a more distant figure in the autobiography, Baez says that she is “coming to know her better and better, and that shadow in my life is taking on more form. I hope that there will be a way to bring her forward in the things that I do from now on.”


As she looks back on her life to this point, and on this book, Baez believes that she has learned to see herself as part of a larger world, and not necessarily as the person at the center of it. “The woman who reviewed And a Voice to Sing With for the New York Times said that I had a ’pre-Copernican’ view of life,” she recalls, chuckling. “I had to ask somebody what that meant, but it made me laugh because she was right. Because of my fame, my view of life was that I was the center of the universe. It really made me think. But that was an earlier part of my life. It doesn’t feel like me now.”


Her relationship with her son, Gabe, whose father is Baez’s former husband, David Harris, has deepened in the years since the publication of And a Voice to Sing With. “I thought I was protecting my son, by keeping him away from the book and away from too much public exposure,” she says. “Later, I regretted that I hadn’t created a fuller portrait of him. But Gabe is a huge part of my life now. He’s plays percussion with me sometimes when I’m on the road, and I find myself thinking, ‘How cool it is that I get to travel with my son!’ It’s heavenly to be able to hang out with him after all those years of my traveling and being away. We just revel in that time. He has a wonderful life—a beautiful wife and a beautiful child—and I’ve been able to hop on board and enjoy that life with him.”


As a corollary to her becoming more discriminating about her political activism, Baez has taken greater care to nurture her artistic career, and the past fifteen years have proven particularly fruitful in that regard. Such albums as Ring Them Bells (1995) and Dark Chords on a Big Guitar (2003) were powerful musical statements that connected Baez to a young generation of songwriters—the Indigo Girls, Richard Shindell, Natalie Merchant, and Dar Williams, among them—who had all felt her influence. Day After Tomorrow, the stirring album she released last year, was produced by Steve Earle, and earned a Grammy nomination in the category of “Contemporary Folk.”


In addition, Baez has grown more appreciative of the gift of her voice, and successfully taken steps to make sure its beauty lasts. “Right now, my career has gone beyond what I thought we’d be able to do at this point in my life,” she says. “I have to thank my manager, Mark Spector, and all the work he’s done over the past twenty years for that. Of course, Steve Earle did a great job on Day After Tomorrow. And my vocal coach, too. I mean, my voice is better now than it was a couple of years ago.


“This part of my life just astounds me, the way it keeps getting better,” she continues. “It’s just silly! It’s reached the point where my main concern before a concert is, ‘What am I going to wear?’ There’s no stage fright. There’s nothing to hinder me from walking out onstage and going, ‘What are we going to do tonight?’ The way I put it, with a nod to Archie Bunker, is we’ve reached a new level of whoop-de-do!”


Asked to convey a sense of what her home life is like, she says, “Well, right now, I’m perched on my couch, which looks out a big window onto the hills,” she says. “The other day I was talking to a Buddhist friend and we were sharing the same perspective on the stage of life that we’ve reached. It’s a lovely time, and I can still get to the barricades if I feel it’s the right moment. In the meantime, my mom is about fifty feet away, sleeping in her little house, and I want to be around her. And I want to be around Gabe and his family.


“It’s a big calming down,” she concludes. “Slowing down. A lot of emphasis on meditating. Learning what I can about what it’s going to be like getting older.” And preserving a voice to sing with.


Anthony DeCurtis


New York City


May 2009




While you and i have lips and voices which
are for kissing and to sing with
who cares if some oneeyed son of a bitch
invents an instrument to measure Spring with?


e.e. cummings





PREFACE


God respects me when I work. He loves me when I sing.


Tagore


I was born gifted. I can speak of my gifts with little or no modesty, but with tremendous gratitude, precisely because they are gifts, and not things which I created, or actions about which I might be proud.


My greatest gift, given to me by forces which confound genetics, environment, race, or ambition, is a singing voice. My second greatest gift, without which I would be an entirely different person with an entirely different story to tell, is a desire to share that voice, and the bounties it has heaped upon me, with others. From that combination of gifts has developed an immeasurable wealth—a wealth of adventures, of friendships, and of plain joys.


Over a period of nearly three decades I have sung from hundreds of concert stages, all over the world: Eastern and Western Europe, Japan, Australia, Northern Africa, South, Central, and North America, Canada, the Middle East, the Far East. I sang in the bomb shelters of Hanoi during the Vietnam War; in the Laotian refugee camps in Thailand; in the makeshift settlements of the boat people in Malaysia. I have had the privilege of meeting some extraordinary citizens of the world, both renowned and unsung: Andrei Sakharov and Elena Bonner; The Mothers of the Disappeared in Argentina, Mairead Corrigan in Belfast, Bertrand Russell, Cezar Chavez, Orlando Letelier; Bishop Tutu, Lech Walesa; Presidents Corazon Aquino, François Mitterrand, Jimmy Carter, and Giscard d’Estaing; the King of Sweden. Through Amnesty International I have met political prisoners who have endured repression and tortures under both right- and left-wing governments and who have astounded me with their humor, good cheer, and courage. And, of course, Martin Luther King, Jr., more than any other public figure helped to solidify my ideas and inspired me to act upon them.


The music business has brought me into contact with some of the most creative artists of our time, from Bob Dylan and the Beatles to Luciano Pavarotti. But the last six or seven years have been difficult for me musically, though I enjoy a distant respect from the music industry. But distant respect does not pay the bills. My music has suffered more of an identity crisis in the United States than in the other countries where I am known, and as a result I have often felt something of a dissident in my own land.


My personal life has also been complicated—and public—though I am beginning to find more of a sense of peace and self-acceptance than I ever thought possible. Once I wanted to be married and have heaps of kids scrambling around me, licking cake mix off eggbeaters and riding Saint Bernards through the kitchen while I cooked stew over an open fire. Alas, those images bore no relation to my areas of competence, and since my marriage to David Harris dissolved in January of 1974 I have lived mainly alone, with occasional romantic interludes, the best of which are magical and splendidly impractical. The last was with a Frenchman half my age who entered my life on horseback one misty afternoon and kept my spirit aglow for four years. My art, work, family and friends, my son Gabe, and a curious relationship with God remain the sustaining forces in my life.


Through all these changes my social and political views have remained astoundingly steadfast. I have been true to the principles of nonviolence, developing a stronger and stronger aversion to the ideologies of both the far right and the far left and a deeper sense of rage and sorrow over the suffering they continue to produce all over the world. Here at home the current trends toward “new patriotism,” Ramboism, and narcissism, and the emphasis on feeling good about oneself threaten our cultural, spiritual, moral, and artistic values and preclude any honest perception of or caring about the world beyond our borders. I have long worked for Amnesty International and am currently president of a human rights organization called Humanitas, which attempts to initiate projects on both human rights and disarmament. And, oddly enough, my own business, the music business, has taken some of the first steps—Live Aid and some of its follow-ups—out of what I call the “ashes and silence” of the 1980s.


I am writing this book in the kitchen of my home in California. Gabe is living with me for his last year of high school. I have loved writing, especially in the winter, early in the morning, sitting with my back to the fireplace at a card table bearing my word processor, the only sign of the space age present in this rustic room, or this rustic house, for that matter. As I put the finishing touches on this work, I’m also preparing to go into the studio and make a record for the first time in six years. The roses outside the window have at least one last bloom to come before winter. It has taken me two years to trace these threads of my personal, political, spiritual, and musical lives—how they came together and how they fell apart, depending on the times and the circumstances. I’ve told about the people I’ve loved. I’ve told all as I have remembered it, knowing full well that, like everybody else, I am blessed with a selective memory and, perhaps more so than some, a vivid imagination. I have recorded these facts, first of all, because I have led an extraordinary life and want to tell people about it; and second, because I am only forty-five years old, active, creative, in vocal prime, and do not wish to be relegated to obscurity, antiquity, or somebody else’s dewy-eyed nostalgia about days gone by. Third, and most important, I am recording them for myself, to take a hard look back before facing forward in these most bizarre of times.





PART
  ONE


“THE KINGDOM 
 OF CHILDHOOD“






1
“My MEMORY’S EYE”


We learned everything from her, little by little, year by year, long before washing machines, dryers, dishwashers, Quik ovens, new improved vacuum cleaners, and drip-dry clothes. My mother was the hen; my father was the rooster. We were little chicks, we were little helpers. When we came to supper at six o’clock in the evening, my mother would take off her apron and hang it over a chair. She would wipe her hands dry on a kitchen towel, push her hair back a little, sit down at her end of the table, take a long breath in and let out a sigh. She was very beautiful.


My mother, Joan Bridge, was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, the second of two sisters, and raised in the United States. Her mother died when she was only two. Her father was a kindhearted, liberal, intellectual Episcopalian minister who fell in love with domineering women. Mother’s sister Pauline, older by two years, was physically abused by the two women their father married after her mother died. But somehow Pauline grew up looking like a Renoir painting. She was fair-haired, fair-skinned, and full-bosomed, with dreamy but infinitely sad eyes. She would never condemn the mistreatment she had endured, but was endlessly forgiving, paying for her Christian ethics with years of pain and a deep and lifelong melancholy. Mother didn’t get battered so much as she got neglected. She resisted the ferocity of the stepmothers to the point of defending herself physically. Mother was a dark beauty, thin, angular, vampy. She did not know she was beautiful.


Pauline took refuge in books, nature, dance, poetry, and intellectual companionship with her father. Mother took refuge in summer theater, in the woods, at the houses of friends where she would run to hide, and later in Oakwood School, which appears for a short while like a soothing balm in the dark pages of her childhood. And the sisters took refuge in each other.


At eighteen Pauline married a handsome, wavy-haired artist and settled in an artists’ community in Maine. Their father, leaving two more children, was dying of a liver ailment. Mother was living with a succession of foster mothers who cared for her, bought her nice clothes, and tried to bring some normality into her shipwrecked childhood. Mother talks of those days as of a foggily recalled dream. She had no idea of what she would do with her life. She was a leaf in the wind, floating this way and that. With no driving ambition or encouragement from the foster mothers, she did not pursue the idea of becoming an actress. She was catching her breath, wondering what would befall her next, when she met my father.


She was attending a dance at Drew University, on the arm of a young suitor, when (gazing off from the punch bowl, I have always imagined) she spotted a terribly handsome young man—darkskinned, with thick wavy black hair and perfectly white flashing teeth. He was sitting on the school steps amidst a gaggle of attentive and twittering girls, making airplane noises and dive-bombing motions with his hands. Spotting my mother beyond his ring of admirers, he winked at her. She was overcome with shyness and hurried off to control a boiling hot blush.


This young man who was to become my father came to this country at the age of two from Puebla, Mexico. His father had left the Catholic faith to become a Methodist minister and now chose to work with the underprivileged in the States. Albert developed into a bright, conscientious, attractive, inventive, hardworking kid with a deep respect for his parents and for God, and an insatiable curiosity about everything, especially the construction of crystal set radios. He lived in Brooklyn, and when he was nineteen, preached in his father’s church there. I remember visiting his parents in the same dark and spooky brownstone where he grew up. The temperature dropped fifteen degrees as you walked from the front doorstep into the pitch black corridor, which smelled damp and mysterious and strangely like oatmeal. His father smelled of Palmolive soap and had a cozy chuckle, and his mother frightened us considerably because she was very stern. My father started off intending to become a minister, too, but he changed his mind in favor of mathematics and finally physics.


Albert Baez was working his way through school when he met my mother. He drove a Model-T which he had personally rebuilt into a race car.


It was a year after the airplane noises and the wink before Al Baez actually took Joan Bridge out on a date, but the foster mothers had long since been picking out wedding dresses. It must have been like a fairy tale to my mother, the idea of getting married and having a place of her own. Most of all she wanted to have children. I know that she wanted girls. She got three of them: Pauline Thalia, born October 4, 1939, in Orange, New Jersey; Joan Chandos, born January 9, 1941, in Staten Island, New York; and Mimi Margharita, born April 30, 1945, in Stanford, California. Before Mimi came we had moved to Stanford so my father could work on his master’s degree in mathematics. We lived in a beautiful little house across from an open field of hay which was piled into small hills after it was cut. There is a picture of my mother and father straddling their bicycles in front of that field, young and smiling, the sun in their eyes, the wind blowing wisps of hair from my mother’s braids, and across my father’s forehead.


Mother grew sweet peas in our backyard on strings that stretched from the tops of the fence slats down to sticks placed firmly in the earth. I see the neighbor’s mulberry tree whose branches hung down so low you could duck right under them and hide against the trunk, peeking out and staining your mouth and cheeks and hands with mulberry juice. I see our rabbit in his cage over the lettuce rows in the vegetable garden, and the clothesline filled with sheets and tiny dresses, all stuck on the line with wooden clothespins. I see the trees lining the sidewalk in the front yard which bloomed in masses of deep pink in the spring. I would pin clumps of blossoms to my dresses and put them in my hair. I recall one evening when my mother and father were making a fuss over me, holding me up to the stairwell window, exclaiming at the night with its sliver of a moon and scattered twinkling stars. I didn’t know which of them to love the most, and so I hugged my father, and then my mother, and then leaned back over to my father again. Springtime in my chest, and a lucky star on my forehead. That’s what I had in our first California house.


After Mimi’s birth the place was too small, so my mother and father got a job as house parents at the progressive Peninsula School in the same town.


I didn’t want to go to kindergarten because the boys pulled up my skirt, so I began to wear overalls. I behaved badly in class and was put into the cloakroom during milk and graham crackers for clowning and being disruptive. My only real goal was to get home by midmorning and be with my mother.


Since she lived on the property, my escapes were easy enough, and back in her room I comforted myself listening to Uncle Don’s Nursery Rhymes, having lovely tea parties with my dollies, scribbling in my Three Little Piggies book, or helping Mother with chores. Outside I played alone, climbing oak trees, picking and eating the Miner’s lettuce which grew in abundance at the base of the redwood trees, taking my Raggedy Ann for walks.


A short time later Tia (our favorite aunt, Pauline) left her husband and moved out West with her two children. She and my parents bought a huge house on Glenwood Avenue where we could rent out rooms to boarders—as many as five at a time—while my father student-taught and continued to work toward his Ph.D. We had college kids, Chinese scholars, sailors, writers, bus drivers, wanderers, and a cellist who played so beautifully that Mother would click off the vacuum cleaner and stand in the hallway to listen, and I would sit outside his door trying to decide whether to become a cellist in the symphony or to grow long dainty nails.


By age five I was vaguely aware that little children in other parts of the world went to bed hungry every night. I also knew that ants ran around in circles dragging their broken legs if you stepped on one by mistake. I assumed that they were in pain. I imagined that my baby sister, Mimi, hurt when she screamed, but I didn’t care about her the way I cared about the ants and bugs. I was in the practice of pinching the neighbor’s baby. I’d wait till the other kids were out of sight and then move in on the fat little diapered thing sitting in his stroller smelling of baby powder, pablum, and throwup. I’d pat his chubby arm as he flailed it happily up and down, banging his chin and drooling saliva down to the stroller beads. Nervous and excited, I’d give his arm a horrible tweak, then watch his face crumple up and his mouth turn down and his legs stop wagging while he prepared to let out a heartbreaking scream. Immediately I would begin to feel terrible, and would pick him up in my arms and try to comfort him, out of fear that I’d been spotted and because I suddenly felt sorry for him. And I’d lug him into the kitchen saying, “Oh, Missiz Robinson, Luke is crying about something and I’m trying to make him feel better.” She would scoop him up and bustle off, not particularly concerned about his racket because Luke was the eighth child and she was used to noise. She would certainly never bother snooping around to find the pinch mark on his arm.


Everyone in the boardinghouse gathered for dinner on Sundays. Mother and Tia would prepare roast beef, popovers, mashed potatoes, and vegetables grown in our own garden. My sister Pauline and I would set the table or do the dishes, jobs which we alternated with Tia’s children: fifteen-year-old, boy-crazy Mary, who had a photographic memory and an unchartable I.Q. and could play classical music by ear on the piano; and her son, Skipper, at thirteen badly in need of a father’s strong hand, who lit fires in his basement bedroom, smoked, was flunking out of school, and generally raised hell with his delinquent friends. He was my favorite cousin. After we’d all held hands and sung “Thank You for the World So Sweet” my father would put Bach or Brahms or Beethoven on the phonograph and my mother would carve the roast, and while the boarders would try to carry on a conversation, Pauline and I would pinch and swat each other under the table. Mimi, who had learned to dance almost before she learned to walk, would pirouette around the floor with her toes curled under, changing the records on the phono—her latest trick, which everyone except Pauline and me thought was terribly cute. With her black hair and blue eyes, Mimi, “the littlest one,” was beautiful. Pauline and I were united against her.


In one of my mother’s albums there’s a photograph of me sitting all alone at the big oak table with its extra leaves and knife scars rubbed smooth and shiny. I am wearing my navy blue corduroy dress with the gold buttons and the white eyelet smock tied over it, and I’m staring through the heavy tiresome minutes that follow an afternoon nap. I remember the stony feeling, as though weights hung from my shoulders and my eyelids were made of clay. I longed to be awake and lively, dashing and playing. But whatever demons would haunt me for the rest of my life were busy at work even then.


The scrape of a new school lunch pail filled me with terror. Because overalls were not allowed in the new school, I wore sweaters tied in giant knots around my waist. I had attacks of nausea, and one teacher or another would hold my head while I hung over the toilet, but nothing was ever forthcoming—from the age of five, I had developed a fear of vomiting that remains with me (to a much lesser extent) today. What cataclysmic event shook my sunny world so that it was shadowed with unmentionable and unfathomable fright? I don’t know. I never will know. Every year, with the first golden chill of fall or the first sudden darkness at suppertime, I am stricken with a deadly melancholy, a sense of hopelessness and doom. I become weighed down, paralyzed, and frozen; the hairs on my arms and legs rise up and my bones chill to the marrow. Nothing can warm me. In the eye of this icy turbulence I see, with diamond clarity, that small shining person in the photograph, with slept-on braids and a groggy pout, and a ribbon of worry troubling her black eyes as she sits down with all her small might on the memories of a recurring dream: I am in the house and something comes in the night and its presence is deathly . . . I scream and run away, but it comes back at my nap time and gets into my bed. Then a voice says angrily, “Don’t look at me!” as I peer at the face on the pillow next to me, and I feel very ashamed.


That’s all I have ever remembered—just that much and no more.


The boardinghouse lasted a chaotic two years until my father finished his degree. At that time most of the bright young Stanford scientists went off to Los Alamos, New Mexico, where the atomic bomb was being developed. My father recognized the potential destructive power of the unleashed atom even in those early days. So he took a job as a research physicist at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York. We settled into a two-story house on a street lined with maple trees, in a tiny town of eight hundred called Clarence Center, an hour’s drive from Buffalo. Suddenly life was calm. Pauline and I took piano lessons. While Mother cooked supper she would hum and I would sit and listen to the evening serials “Sergeant Preston of the Yukon” and “Jack Armstrong” on the big kitchen radio. The new school was small: I didn’t leave class and run home; I stayed and got straight A’s. I also acquired my first best friend, a girl named Lily who lived on a real farm, where I discovered piglets and slept overnight in the hayloft.


Soon my father was invited to become head of Operations Research at Cornell. Exactly what the job entailed was classified information, but he was offered a three-week cruise on an aircraft carrier as an introduction to the project and promised a huge salary. As it turned out, he would be overseeing Operation Portrex, a vast amphibious exercise which among other things involved testing fighter jets, then a relatively new phenomenon. Millions of dollars would be poured into the project, about which he was to know little and say less. Mother showed us the letter he wrote from “sea” with little hand-drawn cartoons of his feet tilting back and forth in his bunk during a week-long storm. He had been very, very seasick.


By now my father had begun to ask himself whether, with the overwhelming capacity of the A-bomb to wreak total ruin, there was any such thing as “defense.” As he struggled with the question—and with the lucrative offers that would assure him and his family comforts thus far unknown to us, my mother suggested we change churches. Though she personally did not like organized religion, for my father’s sake we had joined the Presbyterian church out west. I, for one, had enjoyed dressing up, polishing my patent leather shoes with Vaseline, and sitting next to my mother during the service, smelling her perfume and face powder. When the congregation stood up to sing, her voice rose up more sharply and prettily than all the others, at least to my ears, and I loved the cozy sound of purses clicking open, of the little paper envelopes slipping into the collection plate, and the rustling of the ushers. But now my mother shepherded us, innocents, to the Quaker meetinghouse in Buffalo, hoping to help my father find some spiritual guidance and direction.


Quaker Meeting—what a horror! A room full of drab grown-ups who sat like ramrods with their eyes closed, or gazed blissfully at the ceiling. No one dressed up and there was an overabundance of old people. The few other children were no consolation because we didn’t like them. Their parents were “permissive,” a term we came to understand by way of a horrible little redheaded boy who slithered off his chair and crawled the entire length of the floor every Sunday. One day he caught Pauline scowling at him, and he bit her leg and scuttled off, leaving her clutching her wound and fighting back tears. His mother chose that meeting to rise and speak on the godliness of children, while Pauline and I tried to scorch her flesh with our eyes.


It seems extraordinary that we sat in that room for only twenty minutes each Sunday, so vivid is my memory of the weight of time upon our young souls, the depressing tedium of silence broken only by tummy-rumbling, throat-clearing, and an occasional message from someone whom “the spirit” had moved to speak. The grownups stayed there, by choice, for a full hour, but after twenty minutes we would be herded out to First Day School (Quaker Sunday school) and left in the charge of a dear old white-haired lady whom we were determined to dislike, though she had only goodness in her soul and love for us, and a determination to teach us the wonders of the Lord. One Sunday she announced to her squad of five- to ten-year olds, “Today we are going to witness a miracle.” Pauline and I looked at each other and then heavenward.


“A meer-a-cul. P.U.,” I said. “How stupid,” said Pauline.


The old lady was poking around in a big cardboard box, mixing fertilizer with rich dark earth. Her wrinkled hands lovingly crumbled the earthen chunks with such care and pleasure and efficiency that I salivate now as I see it. She had us fill tin cans with earth and then, from her garden apron pocket, she produced a palmful of whitish green-bean seedlings. Each of us planted one, watered it, stuck it on the windowsill and promptly forgot about it.


Returning the following Sunday, we peered into our tin cans and saw the shiny bump of a spear poking its way out of the earth. The old lady looked delighted, standing in the winter sunshine pouring in from the window, her face, fringed by the tufts of her white hair escaping the bun in back, radiating a childlike joy. “This wondrous sprout growing up from its shell is seeking the sunlight,” she explained. “And that is what we all must do daily with our lives.”


I must say we were not impressed with the miracle. Certainly the lesson was lost on me then, and I quit attending Meetings when I was eighteen, as soon as I left home. I did not return for more than two decades, until, in my forties, I encountered one of those tedious mid-life crises. One morning, just before waking from a long and mystifying dream, I clearly saw that dear old white-haired lady from the Buffalo Quaker Meeting, still standing in the sunlight and smiling down upon a two-inch-high bean sprout. I wanted to apologize for having been such a brat, but she dissolved into a mist and I woke up in tears. I decided to go back to Meeting, which I have been attending irregularly ever since, rather belatedly coming to appreciate the miracle of the bean.


As for my father, whose struggles of conscience had drawn us to Quaker Meetings in the first place, in that austere silence he became a pacifist. Rather than get rich in defense work, he would become a professor. We would never have all the fine and useless things little girls want when they are growing up. Instead we would have a father with a clear conscience. Decency would be his legacy to us.


Shortly after Mr. Everette, our cross-eyed piano teacher, had assisted me in conquering the three-note “Ann, Ann, Sister Ann,” and had explained all about sharps and flats, I went home and took a book from the piano bench and, making sure I was alone, placed it on our little upright. I searched the pages for the shortest song, with the least number of sharps and flats, and taught myself, note by note, Beethoven’s Sonata in G (opus 42). The glorious calm that resulted inside me lasted for our whole stay in Clarence Center.


Soon we were on the move again. My fifth grade was spent in southern California, where Popsy (as we called my father) taught physics at the University of Redlands. In my dreams, our tiny onestory white house in Redlands is the one I return to most often. It had a front lawn lined on one side with huge, many-colored roses which my mother tended. Another house much like it stood on our right side, and an empty lot full of stickers lay like a desert on the left, bordered by Mrs. Fisher’s row of pomegranate trees, behind which she lived a dank existence with her aging spaniel, Sunny. Ivy grew all around our front porch. My father had paid eleven thousand dollars for the house. I felt that my mother and father had the most sophisticated taste of anyone on the block. I’m sure they did. In fifth grade the three outstanding people in my life were my collie dog, Woolie, Mr. Macintosh, my wonderful teacher, and Judy Jones, a girlfriend.


After one year Popsy took a job with UNESCO, to teach and build a physics lab at the University of Baghdad. Perhaps that was where my passion for social justice was born. The day we landed, in the heat and the strange new smells, we were horrified to see an old beggar being driven out of the airport gates by policemen using sticks and shouting in a crude and guttural language. In Baghdad, I saw animals beaten to death, people rooting for food in our family garbage pails, and legless children dragging themselves along the streets on cardboard, covered with flies feasting on open sores, begging for money.
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We all got sick with “Baghdad tummy.” Pauline and Mimi recovered, but had already passed on to me a case of infectious hepatitis they’d just gotten over. Mother says that the first time she took me to the hospital, I staggered over and gave my two sugar candies to an Arab woman who was wrapped in her filthy black chador, hunched on the tile floor, moaning in pain. I wanted everyone to feel better. It would be a long time before I felt better.


I was in bed for months, and for all that time my mother was always near, her strong hands tilting my head up for rice water and glucose powder, and later, mashed black bananas. The life line in my right hand split and disappeared. Even when I stretched the skin across it, hard, it wouldn’t come back. I thought I would surely die in that strange land, where the sweet smell of oranges filtered through the thick odor of diesel exhaust. But as I slowly regained my strength, the illness became a wonderful excuse to spend a year at home drawing, knitting, cooking, playing with ants, collecting bugs, and, when I was better, rescuing dogs.
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Pauline and Mimi, by contrast, had a miserable time of it at the Catholic convent school. Mimi swears she never recuperated after Sister Rose displayed her math paper to the class as an example of poor work, then wadded it up and threw it at her, over the ducking heads of the diplomats’ sons and daughters who constituted the Englishspeaking classroom. Pauline, more fortunate, discovered that she was an able seamstress and spent her school year buying cloth with Mother at the open bazaars and making her own wardrobe.


All in all, Baghdad was a melancholy place. The sky turned red at sunset, the birds flying in zigzagging clouds, singing in a thousand voices. Despite my illness I began to feel a part of Baghdad, as though its sufferings were also mine. I certainly felt closer to the beggars in the streets than I did to the people who sat around the British country club talking about punting on the Cam and how difficult it was to get these bloody natives to do anything. I felt sorry for the bloody natives.


More than twenty years later, in 1974, I returned to the Middle East on a concert tour. On a stopover in Lebanon, I met an Arab woman in designer sunglasses out by the hotel pool. “I read your book Daybreak,” she said to me. “Why you deen’t say something nice about Bach-dad? It is a beautiful ceety.”


I should have told her that, driving across Tunisia, I had been flooded with memories of Baghdad. How when the winter was over, we kids moved our beds out to the roof, and through the mustysmelling mosquito net I spoke to the stars, telling the Big Dipper things I could never tell any person. How I sat in the sun and ate Haifa oranges and browned my skin, dreaming that the King of Iraq, at the time only a prince of twelve, would pick me out of the crowd of onlookers as he pranced down Al Rashid Street on a white horse, and tell me how beautiful I was. (I had learned enough Arabic to carry on an imaginary dialogue with him which would lead to my being a chosen visitor at the palace, and eventually an Arabian princess.) And how during the dust storms which would enshroud us in a fierce brown wind for days at a time I inhaled the desert into my lungs and absorbed it into every pore of my body, and understood the hardships of my brothers and sisters who inhabited that arid land.


It was not till Tunisia that I understood the magic and sorrow of the Middle East—in an ocean village where magenta blossoms drooped over white walls and I danced through the streets in a purple dress bought for fifty cents in an open store front. I rode a small Arab horse beside the sea and learned the popular song “Jaria Hamouda” from the five daughters of an innkeeper, all perched like fat crows on the same note as they sang into my tape recorder.


At the end of our year in Baghdad—1951—we returned to Redlands, California, where I faced junior high school with the same enthusiasm with which I’d faced all new schools. I averaged about three days a week in class, and the rest at home with the excuse that I was still feeling sick. Mother began a round-robin of taking me to clinics for testing, but there was in fact nothing physically wrong with me. My real problems were the fears that continued to plague and sometimes incapacitate me, now compounded by the rigors of adolescence.


One of the first problems I had to confront in junior high school was my ethnic background. Redlands is in southern California and had a large Mexican population, consisting mainly of immigrants and illegal aliens who came up from Mexico to pick fruit. At school, they banded together, speaking Spanish—the girls with mountains of black hair, frizzed from sleeping all night long on masses of pincurls, wearing gobs of violet lipstick, tight skirts and nylons, and blouses with the collars turned up in back. The boys were pachucos, tough guys, who slicked back their gorgeous hair with Three Roses Vaseline tonic and wore their pegged pants so low on the hip that walking without losing them had become an art. Few Mexicans were interested in school and they were ostracized by the whites. So there I was, with a Mexican name, skin, and hair: the Anglos couldn’t accept me because of all three, and the Mexicans couldn’t accept me because I didn’t speak Spanish.


My “race” wasn’t the only factor that kept me isolated. The 1950s were the heart of the Cold War, and if anyone at Redlands High School talked about anything other than football and the choice of pom-pom girls, it was about the Russians. I had heard that the Communists had rioted at the University of Baghdad when my father taught there, and that some of them always warned him to keep away when there was going to be trouble. But in America during the overheated McCarthy years, communism was a dirty word and the arms race a jingoistic crusade. In my ninth-grade class I was almost alone in my fear of and opposition to armaments (to me they made the world seem even more fragile) and was already considered an expert on anything political.


It wasn’t that I knew so much but rather that I was involved, largely because of the discussions taking place in my own home. And the family attended Quaker work camps where I heard about alternatives to violence on personal, political, national, and international levels. Many of my fellow classmates held me in great disdain, and some had been warned by their frightened parents not to talk to me.


I don’t know how Pauline felt about politics in those days. She was an excellent student but suffered terribly from shyness. I idolized her because she got good grades, never carried a wrinkled lunch bag, wore a ponytail which didn’t make her ears stick out, and smelled of violets. Also because she was white. She never said a word about social issues. And Mimi—well, my own pacifism did not yet extend to Mimi, who was avoiding me in public because I was brown.


It was the sense of isolation, of being “different,” that initially led me to develop my voice. I was in the school choir and sang alto, second soprano, soprano, and even tenor, depending on what was most needed. Mine was a plain, little girl’s voice, sweet and true, but stringy as cheap cotton thread, and as thin and straight as the blue line on a piece of binder paper. There was a pair of twins in my class who had vibratos in their voices and sang in every talent show, standing side by side, each with an arm around the other, angora sweaters outlining their developing bosoms, crinoline slips flaring. They swayed to and fro and snapped their fingers, “Oh, we ain’t got a barrel of money . . .” I heard a teacher comment that their voices were very “mature.” I tried out for the girls’ glee club, and when I wasn’t accepted, figured it was because (1) I was not a member of the in crowd and (2) I had no vibrato so my voice wasn’t mature. Powerless to change my social standing, I decided to change my voice. I dropped tightrope walking to work full time on a vibrato.


First I tried, while standing in the shower, to stay on one note and force my voice up and down slowly. It was tedious and unrewarding work. My natural voice came out straight as an arrow. Then, I tried bobbling my finger up and down on my Adam’s apple, and, to my delight, found I could create the sound I wanted. For a few brief seconds, I would imitate the sound without using my hand, achieving a few “mature”-sounding notes. This was terrific! This is how I would train!


The time it took to form a shaky but honest vibrato was surprisingly short. By the end of the summer I was a singer.


At the same time I was giving myself a new voice, I was also under the tutelage of my father’s much-loved physics professor, Paul Kirkpatric, P.K. for short, conquering the ukulele. I knew the four basic chords used in ninety percent of the country and western and rhythm and blues songs then dominating the record market, and I was learning a few extra chords to use if I needed to sing in a key other than G. Some of my favorites were “You’re in the Jailhouse Now,” “Your Cheatin’ Heart,” “Earth Angel,” “Pledging My Love,” “Never Let Me Go,” and the “Annie” series—“Annie Had a Baby,” “Work With Me Annie,” “Annie’s Aunt Fanny” (I was disgusted with the watered-down “white version,” “Roll With Me Henry”)—as well as “Over the Mountain,” and “Young Blood.” These songs all could be played with five chords, most with only four. All were either melodic and sweet, upbeat and slightly dirty, or comic. I even did a vile racist version of “Yes Sir, That’s My Baby” called “Yes Sir, Zat-a My Baby,” and Liberace’s inane “Cement Mixer, Putty Putty.” And this list is only a bare beginning of what I listened to on my little grey plastic bedside radio. I cannot describe the satisfaction I got from memorizing tunes by ear and scribbling down words anytime day or night, finding the right key (the choices were C or G) and making the song my own.


At school, I had gained a reputation as a talented “artist.” I could sketch cartoons as well as likenesses of movie stars, Bambi and the other Disney characters, and any student who was willing to sit still for ten minutes. I also painted campaign posters, once even for two of my classmates who were running against each other.


I did have a few friends. Bunny Cabral was a Mexican girl who wouldn’t speak Spanish, and we ended up pretending to be sisters. She had four brothers and a television set, and I loved to stay at her house. We’d listen to the rhythm and blues station late into the night, and I’d break into a sweat when her oldest brother, Joe, came home. He never noticed me, but another brother, Alex, did, and later was the first person I ever dated. He gave me a record of The Flowering Peach for Christmas when I was fourteen. And there was Judy Jones, who continually risked her status as a “popular” kid to befriend me. She was like my sister Pauline: beautiful, with her hair curled and pulled back in a flawless ponytail, eyebrows plucked, the colors of her sweater, collar, and scarf perfectly coordinated, her skirt even at her ankles, her saddle shoes fastidiously polished. Her lunch bag was new, and her books and binder were in impeccable order. She wore “natural” lipstick. By contrast, I was Joanie Boney, an awkward stringbean, fifteen pounds underweight, my hair a bunch of black straw whacked off just below my ears, the hated cowlick on my hairline forcing a lock of bangs straight up over my right eye, my collar cockeyed, my scarf unmatched and wrinkled, my blouse too big, my socks belled, my shoes scuffed, my lunch bag many times used and crumpled, lines under my eyes, and no lipstick. My best feature was what my parents referred to as my “million-dollar smile.”


The rest of my world was just as disordered as my person. I kept the bedroom which I shared with Mimi looking like a cross between a garbage dump and a remnants sale. It was strewn with T-shirts, dirty socks and gym clothes; old lunch bags filled with peanut butter sandwich crusts, banana peels, and dried-up orange sections; crinoline slips and wrinkled nylon scarves; my collections of porcelain animals and bones; and my drawing equipment—pencils from B to H, pens of every existing quill size, bottles of india ink, chalk pastels, charcoal, oil and watercolor paints and brushes. Examples of my artwork were pinned and pasted from one end of the room to the other. My textbooks languished unused amid the clutter on my unused desk. In this chaotic section of my family’s tidy house, I would pick up my ukulele, flop onto my lower bunk of our bunk bed, hook my toes around the springs of the upper bunk, and play my four chords and practice my new voice. One song I distinctly remember singing from that heap of rubble (one of the first non-r&b songs I learned) went:


 


When you climb the highest mountain


When you think you can’t find a friend


Suddenly there’s a valley


Where the earth knows peace with men


And life and love begin.


 


It is not a coincidence that this popular song was a favorite of mine when I was fourteen, or that I remember it so clearly now. In the chaos of my teenage life it held out hope for the end of my mystifying problems, and also for the end of the troubles of the earth.


Before long an exhibitionist impulse overcame me. I took my ukulele to school. At noontime I hung around the area where the popular kids ate lunch and waited for them to ask me to play, which they did soon enough. I sang “Suddenly There’s a Valley” and when they applauded and asked for more, I sang the current hits of the day: “Earth Angel,” “Pledging My Love,” and “Honey Love.” I was a big hit, and came back the next day for a command performance. This time I did imitations of Elvis Presley, Delia Reese, Eartha Kitt, and Johnny Ace. Before the week was out I had gone from being a gawky, self-conscious outsider to being something of a jesterlike star.


Someone suggested that I try out for the school talent show. At the tryouts, while standing at the microphone, I rested my foot on the rung of a stool to feign calm, and discovered that my knee was shaking. Afraid I would rattle the stool, with seeming nonchalance I raised my foot off the rung and held my knee suspended in the air, foot dangling, my entire leg trembling. The rest of my body was impressively composed, and I sang “Earth Angel” all the way from start to finish with a “mature” vibrato. Nobody noticed my shaky knee, and I discovered that I had an innate poise and a talent for bluffing. Clearly I would “make” the talent show. I hoped to win the prize.


For my first stage performance I wore my favorite black jumper, polished my white flats, and even dabbed on some lipstick. I was terrified, but was told later that I had been “cool as a cucumber.” As the crowd clapped and cheered I grew so nervous and thrilled I thought I would faint. They wanted me back for an encore, so, knees watery, I went back out and sang “Honey Love.”


There had been nothing showy about my performance. I had walked out and sung exactly the way I would in my room or on the back porch. The actual time in front of an audience was both frightening and exhilarating, and afterwards I was euphoric.


I did not win the prize. It went to David Bullard, the only black in the show. The judges had picked the only horse darker than me. David had befriended and defended me in the fifth grade and I loved him. He was tall and smoky black, had perfect teeth, and may have been the only person in that school who smiled as readily as I did. He also had a good voice. The fact that I didn’t win the prize I’d been expecting dampened that day only a little. For all the anxiety, I knew I’d been really good and that, in some strange way, my peers loved me and were proudly claiming me as one of their own, as someone who truly belonged to Redlands High School. My sense of having arrived was almost as heady as my satisfaction with the performance.


I started “going out” with a very attractive senior named Johnnie Dahlberg, a Mexican who used his stepfather’s Swedish name. He was cute and drove a Mercury. I would lie in bed at night and conjure up Johnnie’s face as it looked in the reflection of the flickering movie lights, and I would dream of kissing. I had lain in his imaginary arms for so many sweaty hours that I was almost sick of his face when I saw him on campus Monday mornings. Then, on the third date, Johnnie tried to kiss me good-night, Hollywood style, and in spite of all the romance magazines I’d seen at Bunny’s, I was caught unawares. After I’d run, traumatized, into the house and stared in the mirror for twenty minutes to see if I was still my parents’ little Joanie, I wrote him a three-page letter about how wicked he’d been, and then spent the next three months wishing he’d try again.


I would have only one more year to enjoy my new stature at Redlands, for the following summer we’d be moving back to Stanford University, where my father had accepted a teaching job. During that final year I wrote and illustrated an essay, which I rediscovered thirty years later when preparing to write this book. I’m reproducing part of it here with some of the original drawings because it so perfectly reflects the youthful self I remember—though of course its wistful earnestness and painful bravado are somewhat embarrassing to me now. But I’m struck by its prescience—not only how well it anticipates some of my life’s events but also how consistent some of its sentiments are with my beliefs today.


 


What I Believe (1955)


 


ME


I am not a saint. I am a noise. I spend a good deal of my time making wise cracks, singing, dancing, acting, and in the long run, making a nuisance of myself. I love to be the center of attention, and pardon the conceit, I usually am. I like to show off, and if you know me at all, I needn’t elaborate on the subject.
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Showing off, in a far distant way, coincides with my philosophy. Because for every five or six people who get disgusted and sore at me for getting so much attention, there is at least one who is getting some fun out of it. I am making somebody get a little joy out of life.


I am a very moody person. For although I am all the things that I have mentioned so far, I also do a little thinking once in a while. I sit sometimes and just think; about whether I’m turning out to be what my parents want, or whether I’m letting them down, about life, death, and religion, then I wind up thinking about boys and that’s what really makes me moody.


Another point in me is that I am friendly. I always like to stick up for the underdog. I don’t like to snub anybody. Why should I? “There is that of God in every man.” Even the cheapest of us. It’s annoying to society when I am talking with them and I stop in the middle of a sentence to say high to some degenerate looking dilinquent with an I.Q. zero. I prefer middle and low class people to snob hill when it comes to friends.


Many things interest me. (This is not according to some personality test I took in ninth grade. That told me I had no interests and great withdrawel tendencies.)


[image: Image]


I love to draw. I am taking a correspondence art course and maybe someday I’ll end up doing it professionally. Mother said I have been drawing since I was too young to rember. She said we always had the beds, bureaus, and walls repainted frequently. She got tired of seeing roosters, Indian tee-pees and cows with big udders crayoned all over the house.


[image: Image]


As you see, my art often runs along the gruesome lines. I get inspired by various people to create these lovely ditties.


With art I guess I can help fulfill my philosophy by creating for others.


I like to act as well as to draw. In acting I can make a lot of people enjoy themselves at one time (or visa-versa). I like to play all sorts of rolls; negro maids, fairy queens, and even the mother of John the Baptist.


Please don’t think that I do all this for the sake of others only. I live on glory.


I enjoy singing also. I sing most of the time, performance or otherwise. My geometry teacher doesn’t appreciate it much when he is trying to explain how to bisect a quadrilateral and I start singing “You’re All Wrong”.


I find that singing is a good outlet. When I get depressed I sing songs to prove to me that life isn’t really so bad and when I am bursting with goodwill I pick up a guitar and bellow it out of me. I sing for the family and for company alot, but I have found it wiser not to sing for my contemporaries anymore.


I have been told by an authority on the subject that I don’t know how to dance. But for some reason, I was bop queen in 9th grade. I do not pretend to know how to dance because I don’t. I have found, however, that if you look and act enough as if you know what your doing, it deceives about 99/00% of the people watching.


I love to dance (even if I can’t) and I have fooled enough people into thinking I can that I am considered quite superior on the subject of bopping.


[image: Image]


MY MALE


I always worry about what my male will be like, because I want him to be as wonderful as my father, but I don’t think it’s possible.


Popsy is hard working, good looking, fun-loving, faithful, and he likes music. Besides he’s smart. If I expect all that I will end up an old maid. (Maybe I oudda just settle for good looks.)


I want to be a good wife someday, but not for awhile yet. I am going to do the rounds first, and then pick one out and settie down peacefully for the rest of my life. Sounds nice, doesn’t it? Well it won’t work out that way. Because I won’t want to “settle down peacefully.” I will want to travel and he will probably be a pauper anyway so, you see, it won’t work out.


[image: Image]


I don’t speak seriously on this subject because I think I am too young to really know what I want yet.


Right now I am at the stage where I am in love with the whole opposite sex. I get chills every time I see certain people and it’s been going on like this since I was ten.


I can say this though. I do want my man to be faithful and hard-working, and I shall try to please him as best I can.


[image: Image]


RACE EQUALITY


Our family is all race prejudice. We are always on the side of the black, brown, yellow, or red. Whenever there is an argument going on between a negro and an anglo, I immediately take the side of the negro. It isn’t a good habit, I suppose, but it is better than the other way around.


I think one of the saddest and stupidest things in our world is the segregation and discrimination of different races. A man is what he makes himself and fortunately the “minority” races are getting more and more of a chance to prove their worth. The negro, for instance, has proved his talents in singing, dancing, and most of all, sports. Robinson, Louis, and, at one time, Robeson, show what the race is capable of doing.


I have run into a few problems myself because of the fact that I am 1/2 mexican. I turn pretty dark in the summer.


Once when we moved to a very small, narrow-minded town in New York, somebody yelled out of a window at me, “Hey! Watcha doin, nigger?” I wasn’t the least bit hurt, my reply was, “Wait till you see me this summer when I get my tan!”
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