
[image: Cover: Leonard Cohen, Untold Stories: From This Broken Hill, Volume 2, by Michael Posner]


Michael Posner

Leonard Cohen

Untold Stories: From This Broken Hill, Volume 2






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Leonard Cohen, Untold Stories: From This Broken Hill, Volume 2, by Michael Posner, S&S Canada Adult]






For Katie and Herman, Anna and Harry, and in memory of the millions who did not make it here






Introduction

In January 2017, I punched a telephone number in Gananoque, Ontario. The number belonged to David Solway—for many years, a casual friend of Leonard Cohen. Solway was among the extraordinary circle of Jewish poets who, following the earlier example of A. M. Klein, had emerged in Montreal during the 1950s and ’60s—a period when the art of poetry itself still held purchase on the popular imagination. These poets included Irving Layton, Avi Boxer, Cohen himself, Henry Moscovitch, Seymour Mayne, Steve Smith, George Ellenbogen, Morty Schiff, and Ken Hertz, among others.

I explained to David that I wanted to interview him—to test the reportorial waters for a new biography of Cohen, who had passed away the previous November. What I had in mind was a very particular kind of biography, one almost exclusively based on the testimony of his friends, family members, lovers, bandmates, producers, monks, rabbis, even casual acquaintances, if they had something insightful or memorable to contribute—people who knew him and saw him in everyday situations, and whose perspectives penetrated beneath the public persona. Accommodating and helpful, David walked me through the history of his Leonard Cohen experience, a combination of amusing stories and astute observations, and suggested other names I might contact. Within a month or two, I had managed to talk to perhaps thirty people, all of whom offered what I knew to be fresh and revealing material about Canada’s legendary troubadour.

There had, of course, been several previous Cohen biographies, and each of them had their own virtues. But as good as most of these books were, it had long been my conviction that there was more to be learned about Cohen—not just entertaining anecdotes, but narratives and perceptions that would ultimately reveal more about the man beneath the myth and shed light on his life, poetry, and music.

It never occurred to me then that, almost five years later, I’d still be happily immersed in the project. Or that my initial list of interview subjects would eventually swell to more than 540, and counting. Nor did I anticipate that the book I originally envisaged would morph into three separate volumes.

That it did so testifies, among other things, to the extraordinary complexity of the man who was Leonard Norman Cohen. Like Walt Whitman’s persona in “Song of Myself,” Cohen contained multitudes—a committed (if not always observant) Jew, a serious Buddhist monk, and later a student of Advaita Vedanta Hinduism. A poet, novelist, composer, graphic artist, lover, and father. Almost effortlessly, it seemed, Cohen could shift from one psychological identity and emotional state to another. One moment, the prankster and source of social hilarity; the next, gripped in the jaws of a private, unshakeable depression, virtually catatonic. As a rule, the dimensions of his personhood were carefully compartmentalized—so much so that, when mourners from the disparate realms of the Cohen universe gathered at his memorial in Los Angeles in December 2016, they were surprised to find, essentially, a room full of strangers—people who were very close to him, but of whom they’d never heard, let alone met.

This second volume begins in 1971, when Leonard Cohen was thirty-six years old. For those coming afresh to the series, it might serve to review briefly the life chronicled in volume one, The Early Years. Scion of a prominent Jewish family in Montreal, Cohen was a bright, sensitive, curious, artistic child, raised in comfort and privilege. At nine, his father, clothing manufacturer Nathan Cohen, died of heart disease, leaving an emotional vacuum that, many of his friends believed, would never be entirely filled.

But even at that tender age, they recognized something special in him—not just his sharp, sardonic sense of humour and intelligence, but another, ineffable quality, one that, as an old friend put it, always made him “the centre of attention, without ever trying to be the centre of attention.” His progress through adolescence and beyond acquired the patina of fable: high school president, charismatic camp counsellor, university debating champion, fraternity president, poet prodigy, and, not incidentally, the guy who typically left the party with the prettiest woman in the room.

Resisting pressure to join the family business, and dropping out of law school after one semester, Cohen dedicated himself to writing—producing, by 1966, four volumes of poetry and two novels. But by then, his focus had already begun to shift from literature to music. On one level, the transition simply acknowledged the hard reality: poetry and novels could not sustain him financially. On another, it was clearly inspired by the examples of Bob Dylan, Joan Baez, and other folk artists; if they could achieve success, so—Cohen firmly believed—could he.

In the shadows of the Holocaust, and against the drug-saturated backdrop of the social, sexual, and political upheaval of the 1960s, The Early Years traces Cohen’s formative journey—a wandering Jew, shuttling between his discrete lives in Greece, New York, London, Paris, Los Angeles, and Montreal, and concluding with accounts of his first European and Canadian tour.

Although the Cohenian choir assembled in these pages is vast and diverse, I must sadly acknowledge that important soloists are missing. These include Suzanne Elrod, Cohen’s partner for much of the 1970s and the mother of his two children; and Dominique Issermann, the Parisian photographer who was his principal romantic liaison during the 1980s, and forever his friend. To them and a few others, I made repeated overtures, soliciting participation—without success. Some balked because they entertain notions of writing their own memoir one day. I hope they do. Others have simply chosen to preserve Cohen in some private archive, always off-limits to the world. I understand that sentiment, but will forever maintain that, far from protecting his legacy, in the long run, it shortchanges it.

Abetted by the binary nature of opinions expressed on the internet—and, by extension, too much of our offline lives—I’ve noticed an impulse to interpret Leonard Cohen as one thing or another, either as a virtually flawless, almost holy entity, or as a dark, calculating Lothario, deploying his enormous gifts of seduction for largely selfish ends. Depending on one’s viewpoint, all the known facts of any particular episode are then marshalled to support the governing thesis. This book, in part, constitutes a protest against such reductive thinking.

There’s an instructive story embedded in these pages. In 1973, a friend of Cohen’s bemoans the recent deaths of her musical heroes—Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin. And Cohen immediately cautions her, effectively saying, “That’s the problem. You have made the mistake of worshipping them as heroes.”

To be human is to be flawed, he might well have added. We need to resist the temptation to mythologize and, simultaneously, the temptation to demonize—as Cohen himself did in 2012, when scandal erupted over revelations about the predatory sexual practices of his longtime Zen mentor and friend Joshu Sasaki Roshi. What Cohen implicitly understood is that the simple truth is seldom simple, and not always true.

Cohen, I submit, might serve as a paradigm of cognitive dissonance, somehow able to embrace completely contradictory ideas at the same time. He could do so, perhaps, because of his sober recognition and acceptance of his own polarities—saint and sinner, darkness and light—and his long struggle to reconcile these conflicting impulses.

If it does nothing else, it is my hope that this second volume, Untold Stories: From This Broken Hill, will broaden our understanding of the artist and the man, providing a more complete portrait, as nuanced and complex as Cohen himself.

    —Michael Posner 
Toronto 
May 2021






CHAPTER ONE Everyone Started Being in Pain



Leonard approached each moment as an act to be shaped. His life is an art form.

—Jennifer Warnes

Leonard was always searching. Robert Hershorn and George Lialios were the people he searched with for a while. Then Roshi. Then Ramesh Balsekar. Leonard never stopped looking.

—Barrie Wexler



It was January 1971. Five years earlier, Leonard Cohen had insisted that he could make something of himself in music, while continuing to be a poet. Virtually everyone—friends, family—thought he was delusional. On paper, he had been vindicated. Two albums had been released, making him a rising star in Europe, if not in North America, and he was at work on a fifth volume of poetry. His personal life, however, was beginning to unravel. Less than two years after settling in with Suzanne Elrod, he was beginning to feel trapped. That month, Cohen asked his friend Barbara Dodge to drive his car, “a crappy little Volkswagen,” to Miami from Montreal. Dodge had been living in Cohen’s St.-Dominique Street house.

BARBARA DODGE: He gave me the keys one night and said, “Stay in the house while we’re gone.” I’d paid no rent. I was there about six months. I became a close, trusted friend because I did no drugs.

In Miami, Dodge stayed with Elrod and her family, in what she called “a typical suburban house in the heart of the city.” Cohen himself had rented a houseboat.

BARBARA DODGE: It was disgusting. Gaudy, ersatz. It had creepy, fake leopard-skin furniture and purple hues. He was so spaced out. I’m sure he was on a lot of quaaludes. Really out of it. They were taking a ton of that stuff. Suzanne and I would visit.

The Elrod family home might have been a Godfather film set.

BARBARA DODGE: The food was driven over from the Fontainebleau Hotel, an insane amount of food. [The hotel was effectively mob-owned.] Suzanne’s uncle, her father figure, worked for Meyer Lansky. There was a lot of security around—I was followed everywhere—a lot of whisper, whisper, and dizzy, blond babes with heavy New Jersey accents, dumb as cows. Cute, petite women. I think one of them was her aunt, a former dancer from the Rockettes, dyed blond, gangster moll type. [Lansky himself had fled to Israel, but was likely concerned about threats to his subordinates.] The quintessential badass family with a dumb mother. The uncle was in a hospital bed with oxygen tanks and people fluttering around him. So it was clear to me she wasn’t “Suzanne”—she was Susan from Miami, and the biography was a little off. She had big, bushy eyebrows. When I met her, she struck me as being totally naive, like a country girl. She’s so lucky she met Leonard.

SANDRA ANDERSON: In her twenties, to please Leonard and to look more prepubescent, Suzanne underwent a painful and prolonged series of electrolysis sessions to remove all of her bodily hair.

As they had earlier, Cohen and Elrod continued to proposition Dodge.

BARBARA DODGE: They wanted to have sex with me. I told them, “You’ve got the wrong person.” They were doing all kinds of drugs that would make things kinky. But I had an intimate—not physically—emotional relationship with them. Once he realized he’s not going to get me—and he tried hard—he was like a brother to me.

One day, Elrod asked Dodge to drive her to another house.

BARBARA DODGE: She was in there about an hour. A Waspy surfer guy, very good looking. I believed she had an assignation, which indicated she’d have assignations with any number of guys. Years later, I told Leonard and he was really upset. I also think she was purchasing drugs for Leonard. He was using a lot of drugs and she was buying them.

It was during that Miami trip—in a Polynesian restaurant, sipping what he called a “particularly lethal and sinister coconut drink”—that Cohen began writing “Chelsea Hotel,” on a cocktail napkin. Returning to Montreal, the couple rented a one-bedroom flat on Crescent Street, in the city’s hippest neighbourhood. At the nearby Friar’s Pub, Cohen occasionally stopped to sample local bands, including St. Marc Street. In time, he befriended its teenage drummer, Earl Gordon. It was only a moment in Gordon’s life, but, characteristically, Cohen left a strong impression.

EARL GORDON: I’d go up twice a week, hang out and smoke a little. But I’d have to keep running down to play [the next set]. Sometimes, we talked philosophy, Dylan, the Beatles—everything. He was really very deep, a thinker. Leonard, the Jewish Thinker. And he was smart enough to know my limitations. Sometimes, I’d walk out of there and go, “What the fuck?” But I was eighteen or nineteen. When we started talking, I didn’t even know who he was. I just thought he was a nice guy. He and Suzanne wore black all the time, a Gothic look. It was like being in a club. She was always there, always in black, long black hair, gorgeous. He had a camel hair coat he wore a lot. They were into each other, big time. One day, I hear “Suzanne” by Leonard Cohen. I thought, “Oh, look, he wrote a song about his girlfriend.” I only found out about the other Suzanne later. Musically, it wasn’t for me. So our relationship had nothing to do with who he was. I think he even liked the fact that I didn’t know who he was. And every single time we got together, he was up. I never saw him depressed.

BARRIE WEXLER: Most people didn’t realize it, but they were seeing the B-side of what used to be called manic depression, now bipolar disorder. I saw the A-side fairly often when we were alone, and sometimes when Suzanne was present. I didn’t really appreciate then that he was allowing me to witness this crippling interior landscape that he shielded from public view.

STEVE MACHAT: Right now, I’m walking around Miami. I would tell you it’s partly sunny. Leonard Cohen would tell you it’s partly cloudy.

MICHAEL HARRIS: I’ve been dealing with poets for fifty years. Welcome to the club on depression.

BUNNY FREIDUS: I didn’t recognize it at the time, but there was a sensitivity—something. You’d hear it in the songs, anyway. I thought it was his being a sensitive soul. I didn’t know to call it depression.

EARL GORDON: He said, “Come up any time you want when I’m around.” But for weeks, there’d be nobody there. We only sat in the living room. It was as dark as he was. Everything was black. He loved black. I’d come back after two weeks and he’d be in the same clothes. I said, “How long are you going to sit shiva?” Another time, I said to him, “You never have to worry about what you’re going to wear the next day, do you?” He liked the jokes.

BARRIE WEXLER: Cohen went through costume periods like Picasso did painting styles—from all black to a field marshal look, to meditation garb, to his grey suits and fedoras. But there’s a deeper significance here. His consistent dress, his use of the same salutations for greetings and departures—“See you later, friends”—the unadorned homes—these were all reflections of his effort to keep his life, like his words on the page, small and contained. I once asked him what led to his typewriter-like print. He said his handwriting had deteriorated and become illegible. But it became another uniform. Leonard was very studied. In interviews, you see the same lines again and again. This was also true in conversation. I’m not saying he wasn’t spontaneous and funny—he was. But those were off-the-top quips compared to the body of his narrative. He communicated as he wrote, carefully, after much consideration. He dug down until he got to what he wanted to say, then internalized it and made it part of his vernacular.

In Montreal, the circle around Cohen often gravitated to the Rainbow Bar and Grill on Stanley Street, co-owned and managed by Vivienne Leebosh.

VIVIENNE LEEBOSH: Everybody hung out there. I paid the cops off so that people could deal drugs. There were about ten owners, draft dodgers and deserters. Freda Guttman and I were housing them. We took out ads in favour of [Quebec] separatism. No one in the Jewish community would talk to us.

Not everyone surrendered to Cohen’s magnetism.

SYLVIA LEVINE: There was a circuit: the Bistro, the Boiler Room, the Rainbow; later, Grumpy’s. I first noticed Leonard in—it might have been the Rainbow—and asked who that was. The man was posturing, clearly self-conscious, dressed in black, showing his “good” side, as though waiting to be recognized. “That’s Leonard Cohen,” someone said, “trying to look brooding and artistic.” “Suzanne” had already been a hit, but everyone there was “somebody,” or going to be “somebody,” or had been “somebody.” So attitude was parked at the door and everybody talked to everybody. Not him. I remember saying hello—he turned away as though this had been a giant intrusion. Anyway, the tendency was to despise “Suzanne” for being monotonal, pretentious, and self-consciously depressive, so he was no star there. It was generally thought he was a “rich kid” who had moved to Centreville to be hip.

In March 1971, Cohen returned to Nashville to complete work on Songs of Love and Hate. Released that month, the album, he later said, was “over-produced and overelaborated… an experiment that failed.” One day, he took a call from Robert Altman. The Hollywood director had finished shooting McCabe & Mrs. Miller and had gone to Europe to unwind. Altman already knew and loved Cohen’s first album. He played it again in Paris.

ROBERT ALTMAN: When I heard it again, I thought, “God, that’s the music [I want].” Subconsciously, that must have been in my head. Warner Brothers said, “He’s under contract to Columbia. You’ll never get the rights.” So I called Leonard and said, “Hi, this is Bob Altman.” He goes, “You’re kidding! Honey, you’ll never guess who’s on the phone.” I told him my problem and he said, “Don’t worry, we’ll work it out.” It’s that kind of spirit that is so lacking in the industry.

Cohen subsequently met and befriended Altman. He visited his film sets and, at one point, travelled to Mexico with him. He also arranged for Columbia to license three tracks—“The Stranger Song,” “Sisters of Mercy,” and “Winter Lady”—for a modest fee. However, when Cohen watched a rough cut of Altman’s film in New York, he didn’t like it.

ROBERT ALTMAN: My heart just sank. I really just collapsed. And he said, “But I’ll live up to my bargain.”

Cohen then recorded additional guitar work needed for the film. A year later, he called Altman to tell him he’d seen the film again and loved it. That, Altman said, “was the best thing that happened to me.”

With the album locked, Cohen and Elrod went to Hydra in May. Soon after, George Lialios introduced him to Charmaine Dunn, a Toronto model working in the UK. Their romance would begin in a few months and ultimately become a lifelong friendship. The next month, to mark Barrie Wexler’s twenty-first birthday, Cohen and Elrod took him to dinner. Another night, a party was organized in his honour.

BARRIE WEXLER: In his kitchen, before we went, he gave me a poem on Chinese joss paper and said, in his ceremonious way of speaking, “You didn’t think I’d let this purest of occasions pass unnoticed, did you?” It was later published in The Energy of Slaves. Half the expatriate community was at the party, many of them because they’d been told Cohen would likely show up.

By 1971, as stories of Hydra’s sybaritic lifestyle circulated, hordes of young people began to arrive. That summer, Cohen met two young Montrealers over whom he would come to exercise influence—aspiring singer-songwriter Brandon “Brandy” Ayre, and painter and architect Charlie Gurd. Ayre had actually gone to Hydra to meet him in 1969—Cohen was away—regarding him as “the English poet laureate of Montreal, the crown prince.”

CHARLIE GURD: Leonard was pleased to meet younger females, especially. He was generous with us fellow Montrealers. I was amazed by his tan. He was, of course, working full tilt. We liked one another immediately—I thought. Visits to his house every week or so became the norm.

Discretely, Cohen resumed a romance begun the previous year with Darlene Holt, from California.

DARLENE HOLT: He had a little rowboat he’d take me out on. He invited me to his house for dinner. Our relationship was intermittent. Where I was staying, there was a terrace off the bedroom and Leonard would come through the window and say, “Your pirate has arrived.” He would bounce around emotionally. He was always kind of melancholy, but there were times when he seemed very depressed. Still, it was a lighthearted relationship.

The American artists, Brice and Helen Marden, arrived that summer.

HELEN MARDEN: I’d come the previous year. I was going to see Phyllis Major on Spetses and noticed that all the good-looking people got off at Hydra. So she and I went to Hydra. She was very, very beautiful. The second night, she went to meet Leonard. But they knew each other earlier. When she killed herself [in 1976], it was horrible. Drugs were an ongoing concern.

BARBARA DODGE: Brice was Suzanne’s lover on Hydra. She told me all about it.

HELEN MARDEN: For years, Brice made me promise I’d never have an affair with Leonard. And I didn’t. I wouldn’t. Leonard would joke about it: “Maybe one night in a dark alley.” I said, “I don’t think so.” Brice and I did split up briefly and I had different boyfriends, and Leonard said, “Put the children down gently when you’re through.” He was always teasing me.

An aspiring Welsh poet, Morgana Pritchard, arrived with beat poet Gregory Corso. She ended up staying eighteen months, painting to earn a living.

MORGANA PRITCHARD: Marianne [Ihlen] and I had the same birthday. We really connected. She invited me to stay with her. It was a romp of a summer. [Folksinger] David Blue was there and David Jove [né Sniderman, a Canadian underground filmmaker]. There was a softball game—poets versus musicians. Leonard played for the poets. The musicians won, I think. Leonard didn’t come for very long. He was busy with something. One day, I got picked up by the police for nude sunbathing, and it was Leonard who got me out. Marcia Pacaud [former girlfriend of Cohen’s friend Morton Rosengarten] was visiting Marianne. We all got together. I said it was “a gathering of the muses. Once a muse, always amused.” Marianne said, “I’m using that.”

A way station for trekkers en route to India, the hilltop mansion of George Lialios became party central. One evening, a troupe of Indian musicians entertained in the ballroom; another night, on the terrace, a Boston Symphony string quartet, followed by Cohen singing “Bird on a Wire.” On Hydra, Cohen and his friend Pandias Scaramanga taught Ihlen’s son, Axel Jensen, how to play chess.

MORGANA PRITCHARD: Axel was brilliant. He beat me all the time. But Axel was a difficult kid. He was all over the place. I wrote a poem for him. Leonard loved it. “Axel sits in chair with a straight spine…. He has straight hair but a naturally curly mind.”

BARRIE WEXLER: Axel’s game was quite good, though predictable. He’d concentrate his pieces on the opposing king, the way youngsters play soccer, swarming the ball. I tried to show him how to feign more, and trade less, until strategically advantageous. Cohen and I only played once. He didn’t really want to play. Somehow, I talked him into it. After we set up the pieces, he said, “You know, Barrie, anyone can beat me.” The next thing he said, was about twenty moves later—“Checkmate.”

Still only partly renovated, Cohen’s house, Gurd recalls, was mostly of the nineteenth-century humble “Sea Captain” style.

CHARLIE GURD: The basement [was] a playground of tarantulas and centipedes. There was a low table in the writing room, pictured on the Songs from a Room album cover, across the hall from the kitchen, that had artifacts and gifts from fans. The doors to the interior rooms were hand-painted by Anthony Kingsmill.

CAROL ANN BERNHEIM: There are no windows at his house with a view, so Leonard had scenes painted on cupboard doors that depicted various “window” views and seascapes. These were painted by Tony Powell, a sailor and artist. He also built a fireplace. In his early twenties, he’d been part of the group that liberated Bergen-Belsen.

VALERIE LLOYD SIDAWAY: Marianne also made many repairs. She turned a dark basement room into a spacious living area, with a raised platform—later used as a stage for a theatre party Suzanne threw.

Anthony Kingsmill—the adopted son of British writer and critic Hugh Kingsmill Lunn—eventually became Cohen’s closest island friend, supplanting George Lialios.

BARRIE WEXLER: He became his new sparring partner, and remained so until his death. Anthony was at the house all the time, as Lialios had been. If Cohen could spend time with anybody, Anthony would be first in line. He had an acerbic wit that Cohen loved, and was a wonderful raconteur. Their banter was a thing to behold. When it came to repartee, Kingsmill left Cohen in the dust. My own raillery with Leonard is probably the thing I miss about him most, even though I ended up with dust all over me, in turn.

CHARLIE GURD: Anthony had a law—no whistling to opera when a record was playing. Very serious. He had a big influence on Leonard, expanding his knowledge of literature and art. Anthony was a powerful character, a great friend, but an outrageous drunk.

DON LOWE: What a mind he had, Anthony. He pissed it away. Drink—the English sickness. Leonard drank, but he wasn’t a drunkard. He could hold it all.

BARRIE WEXLER: Everybody drank. Leonard was drunk any number of times, but always sweetly so, a little tipsy. He had internal discipline, which Anthony wasn’t able to exercise.

HELEN MARDEN: Leonard used to say, “There was that great half hour before Anthony got drunk when he was hilariously funny.” He was quick. Sometimes my ears would hurt, laughing at the two of them.

KEVIN MCGRATH: That was Leonard’s real pareia, his cohort—Anthony, Bill Cunliffe, Bill’s wife Eleni, Alexis, and Pandias. He also took a lot of trips with George Lialios—LSD trips.

One night, Cohen, Wexler, and Kingsmill enjoyed a dinner at Taverna Lulus.

BARRIE WEXLER: At one point, the tourists started dancing the sirtaki. They tried to draw us into the circle. Cohen and Kingsmill refused, but insisted that one of us had to save the honour of our table. So I joined the circle. Everything went smoothly until I sidestepped instead of crossing, accidentally tripping the woman next to me. The entire circle collapsed like dominoes. I was the only one left standing. Cohen and Kingsmill gallantly sprang to their feet to help the bewildered woman off the floor, while pretending not to know me.

Kingsmill had another vice—gambling.

ALEXIS BOLENS: Anthony and Pandias Scaramanga were regulars at the poker games. Leonard never came to play, not once. People think he did, but it’s just not true.

BARRIE WEXLER: Cohen did occasionally play, but in Anthony’s or Pandias’s friendlier, low-stakes games.

ALEXIS BOLENS: Pandias came with a certain amount, and if he lost it, he quit. Anthony, on the other hand, loved to play, but had no money. We made a deal. I gave him ten thousand dollars in chips against three of his landscapes—if he lost the money, I’d get the paintings. It kept him at the table for a year but, in the end, I got the paintings, which killed him. He hated to part with his work.

BARRIE WEXLER: Leonard and Pandias both gave Anthony advances for paintings he never finished. They jokingly complained that they’d paid for the same painting several times when you added up the advances. In fact, Cohen thought they unknowingly advanced money for the same paintings.

DON LOWE: Anthony never had money. But when he left Hydra and was in the port shopping, I said to Leonard, “Where’s he getting the money?” And he said, “I don’t know, but I notice the painting [he gave me] is gone from the kitchen.”

BARRIE WEXLER: True. Anthony took a painting he’d sold to Leonard, while he was away, and resold it to someone else.

VALERIE LLOYD SIDAWAY: It was a very fine oil painting—a view of Kamini. In dire need of money, he was asked by a keen buyer if he had a painting to sell. The only one that came to mind was the one at Leonard’s house. So he sold it again, to this new buyer. Leonard was probably annoyed and disappointed, but it did not hinder their relationship.

On Hydra, Cohen’s posse of disciples saw him with different masks.

BRANDON AYRE: I wrote a song for Anthony’s wife, Christina, and played it for Leonard. And Leonard had a way of telling you when he didn’t like something. He’d just look at you, and look at you, and say nothing.

BARRIE WEXLER: I could often tell he thought I could do better, but he wouldn’t criticize my efforts outright. If I pressed, which I did, he’d indicate how the writing could be improved—usually with just a few words. Once, instead of commenting, he put a country and western song on his record player—“Long Black Limousine.” It’s about a girl who leaves a small town to make it big, telling people she’ll be back one day in a long black limousine. As he sang along, he emphasized the part where she returned home, but in a hearse. The lesson had to do with switching something back on itself. That’s how he taught.

CHARLIE GURD: Leonard was always helpful—a teacher. But he deferred from giving advice. He had a demeanour I well knew from Westmount, somewhat formal, kind of Edwardian, old-world WASP, as much as anything. We got into an ongoing discussion about Eastern philosophy. He suggested I study with Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche at Eskdalemuir in Scotland, which I did. He introduced me to zazen, Rinzai Zen meditation, with seriousness. But as always with him, a sense of humour, laughing at oneself in the context of the whole. He usually looked for the humour of the moment, and maybe believed humour was a mainstay of the creative process. Lightening up was for him part of an enlightenment.

BRANDON AYRE: The first time I played him a song, we were on his terrace. A song I’d just written, “Ace of Hearts.” At the end, he looked up and said, “That’s beautiful. Did you write that?”… “Yeah.”… “Play me another, man.” That was the pinnacle of my career. He liked my work. Jesus Christ—Leonard Cohen liked my work.

BARRIE WEXLER: When he listened to music, he’d turn his head slightly, remain still, and stare off into middle space. It wasn’t disinterest. It was how he concentrated. If he liked what he was hearing, an enigmatic, crooked smile went with it.

KEVIN MCGRATH: [British writer] Rick Vick once went to visit Leonard at the house. Leonard spent an hour or so looking at the mirror, just practicing facial expressions. He was very conscious of that. If you’re a performer, perhaps you have to do that.

With rare exceptions, Cohen also seemed to be able to read the mood of any particular moment.

BRANDON AYRE: Leonard was incredibly perceptive. If you were trying to make a girl—and he knew he could get any girl he wanted—but if he saw you were doing okay, he’d make himself scarce, go to another [room] or leave completely. He was wonderful that way—so kind. He picked up on things very quickly.

CHARMAINE DUNN: Leonard really looked at people. I remember he bumped into two friends of mine—once—in London, and later described them to a T. He really nailed it. He gave you his complete and utter attention.

STEVE ZIRKEL: He was a vibe-reading master, a real master of studying human character. How could you be offended?

BRANDON AYRE: I had an affair with this girl on Hydra—a mad passionate week and then it just ended. We were on the port, fuming at each other. It was done. Leonard comes and sits down and doesn’t say anything. She was an attractive girl. I don’t know if we said anything. Then he turned to her and said, “Why don’t you and I go up and make love right now?” And she went, “Okay.” And they got up and left. Leonard knew that it would be totally cool. And not only totally cool, but that I would dig it. He just knew. I thought, “Wow, you fuck.” It was amazing.

Drug use continued to be a feature of Hydriot party-going.

VICKY ZEVGOLIS: One time, we traded. I had speed and Leonard wanted some. He had quaaludes—you could buy them over the counter.

BRANDON AYRE: They were always asking me for drugs, Brice [Marden] and Leonard. ’Cause I was a doctor, man. Leonard liked Ritalin. Pills, but you could shoot it. Musicians loved Ritalin in the seventies. It was like speed. It got you to the third set.

DARLENE HOLT: Leonard did a lot of drugs, all sorts of things I wouldn’t take. I’d smoke a hashish cigarette. He’d use LSD, Ritalin, speed, whatever he could get. He had a little Greek knife he used for cutting hashish. He gave it to me and said, “I want you to have something of mine.” I still have it.

But Cohen’s drug use was discretionary. Wexler, often in his company, never saw him take drugs.

BARRIE WEXLER: It was almost as though he was to me as I was to myself. I didn’t drink or smoke or do drugs. He never pressured me, never toked up in my presence. There was a protectiveness he displayed toward me.

In August 1971, Cohen flew to London. Among his objectives was to strike a publishing arrangement with Tony Stratton-Smith, head of Charisma Records. Cohen had earlier established his own company, Spice-Box Books, hoping to promote the work of young writers. Not much came of the venture, although Charisma Books, set up in 1973, did eventually publish a selection of Irving Layton’s poetry.

BARRIE WEXLER: He met Tony through [producer] Bob Johnston. Stratton-Smith had a fantastic country estate where he and Johnston hung out. That’s where they talked about setting up an imprint to publish people Leonard could bring to the table, like Layton. I don’t think they were ever partners—Leonard was just going to identify the talent. But at some point, he lost interest, as he did with most collaborations.

Cohen also met music promoter Tony Bramwell.

TONY BRAMWELL: Leonard was a total delight—tremendous. A lovely man, nice to have dinner with, with a bottle of wine. We both appreciated pretty women. That was my relationship—dinner and a laugh. I always felt musically he was a match to what Dylan was doing—love songs that weren’t love songs, or fucking love songs with a great sense of humour.

In September, back in New York, Cohen attended the bar mitzvah of Michael Machat, son of his manager, Marty Machat.

MICHAEL MACHAT: It was in a hotel on Central Park West. I was into photography at the time and he got me a little Minox camera, a spy camera.

From there, Cohen flew back to London and on to Switzerland. Cohen’s friend Henry Zemel was shooting The Bonds of the Past, a documentary about Immanuel Velikovsky and his controversial theories of the Earth’s history. Velikovsky was lecturing at the alternative University of the New World in Sion.

HENRY ZEMEL: I invited Leonard to come. He told me his father had turned him on to Velikovsky in Reader’s Digest, when Leonard was a kid. He was interested in the ancient history.

Cohen may have been interested in ancient history, but it’s unlikely he heard about Velikovsky from his father. Nathan Cohen died in 1944, six years before Velikovsky’s first book was published.

CAROL ZEMEL: Henry had a big interest in Velikovsky, but I think Leonard humoured him.

In Switzerland, Cohen befriended one of the university’s students.

BRIAN CULLMAN: I was a fan of his from the time I was fourteen, when I heard “Suzanne” by Judy Collins. When he turned up at this bogus university, I was over the moon. Most people had no idea who he was and he was really happy to have someone who’d heard his music. I was about eighteen, used to sitting at the children’s table. Leonard was really gracious, invited me to have dinner on a regular basis. There was really no place to go, so we’d sit in the hotel lobby and he’d play songs. At some point, I was either drunk or ballsy enough to play one of my songs. He listened very carefully, then asked me to play it again. Then he didn’t say anything, which I took as a slight. The next day, he proceeded to sing the song back to me. He assimilated it. One of the thrills of my life was to have him sing a chorus back and treat it with respect.

Cohen’s friend Israel Charney came to Sion as well.

ISRAEL CHARNEY: I stayed a couple nights. Leonard was with a knockout girl, a tall blonde. She looked good.

BARRIE WEXLER: The blonde was Val, Leonard’s girlfriend in London.

HENRY ZEMEL: Val was the ultimate courtesan, a statuesque beauty, tall and blond, but not a bimbo. More than elegant. Refined. She would have been the top geisha. She was Perfect Val. She had a way with men. He [later] passed her off on me. I still feel her hand on my shoulder, an ownership hand, a recognition of what she could do.

One night, in the lobby, Cullman watched Cohen and Zemel make a play for two Swiss girls.

BRIAN CULLMAN: Very elegant, very French. Leonard was drinking wine and the girls were persuaded to come over. Henry was talking about being a filmmaker. They were polite, but very bored. Leonard started talking about music, and they didn’t seem at all interested. He asked if they knew Bob Dylan—not really—and then if they knew Charles Aznavour. Yes, they knew Aznavour. He said, “I’m a bit like Aznavour, but much younger.” And they said, “Not that much.” That ended the conversation. When they left, Leonard said something like, “Never in recorded history have three men been successful at picking up women.”

As was his practice with emerging talent, Cohen offered to abet Cullman’s ambitions.

BRIAN CULLMAN: He gave me the phone number of Marty Machat, and said, “If you do more recording, send them to him.” I did and Marty was interested, without being effusive. But his interest created interest for other people, so it wound up actually helping me.

Cohen had done the same for Max Layton, Irving’s son, in Montreal.

MAX LAYTON: I’d written a few songs and he came to listen. I’m pretty sure he was on something, but he came, and said, “These are really good. Would you like me to call Columbia?” I declined—I thought I wasn’t ready—though I thanked him profusely. But the mere fact he made the offer was very generous and showed a commitment to somebody he had already taught. He once offered to let me go to Hydra and stay in his house for free, for a year, if I wanted to write something.

The cultish adoration that coalesced around Cohen, however, had begun to alienate members of the circle.

ISRAEL CHARNEY: There’s a photograph of the entire group at Sion. Leonard has his shirt open down to here, with his hairy chest and just the right amount of Brylcreem in his hair. And he’s got his babe on the sideline. He’s got Jesse and Zem there, and me, waiting to see Velikovsky, a guy who was a friend of Einstein’s. Maybe I found it all, in Yiddish we say, imbergetribben—exaggerated. I had a friend, Terry Heffernan, a writer, totally iconoclastic. He didn’t care for bullshit. For him, Mordecai Richler was the real thing and Cohen was posture. Somehow, that never left me. Richler won out as the true worker, though I also know the pleasure Leonard’s music has given to so many.

In November, Cohen went to Toronto to finalize the sale of another tranche of papers to the University of Toronto.

ROBERT FAGGEN: That deal was terrible. He thought he was going to get a big tax break and didn’t get it. I’m not sure it applied to this particular tranche, but U of T’s ownership of some of that material is not clear. It was something like “on loan.”

Cohen’s trip was motivated in part by his desire to see Charmaine Dunn.

CHARMAINE DUNN: When we met on Hydra, Suzanne was there, and nothing happened. When I met him in Toronto, he told me it was over with Suzanne. He promised it—blah, blah, blah. I was under that impression. It wasn’t true. He only told me they were still together after Adam was born [in September 1972]. Anyway, one night, about two a.m., we were walking back to my Dovercourt Avenue apartment. It was freezing cold, a bloody blizzard. A streetcar came along, so I jumped on. Leonard wouldn’t get on. I have no idea why. The driver ended up slamming the door. I screamed so loud that he let me out on the other side of Bathurst Street. We killed ourselves laughing.

Another night, over dinner, Cohen told then concert producer Paul Saltzman that he was about to fly to Winnipeg to pick up a Toyota Jeep, then drive to California to spend a month at a Zen monastery. En route, Cohen picked up Steve Sanfield in Nevada City, California.

JACQUIE BELLON: We moved up there when our son, Aaron, was six weeks old. Steve asked Cohen to be godfather and he agreed, but there was never any contact. It was purely symbolic. Leonard came a couple times to visit, by himself, and stayed in an extra bed. We were poor and had nothing.

BARBARA GETZ: Steve and Jacquie were basically living hand to mouth, that whole back-to-the-land thing. That puts stress on things. At one point, Leonard paid for them to go on vacation to Mexico, which was very helpful. What I remember about Leonard is just how generous he was.

PAUL HUMPHREYS: Leonard’s spirit hovered over that place near Nevada City. Leonard was both an angel and a demon for Steve, who told me when he was trying to quit smoking that Leonard showed up with a pack of Gauloises.

JACQUIE BELLON: The visits were brief—he was always on the move—not more than a couple of days, but filled with laughter. He had a self-deprecating sense of humour. He complained about Suzanne. He and Yafa Lerner went to a sesshin together.

Lerner later described the session as a “nightmare, the most profound experience.” It must have been the same for Cohen, for it marked the genesis of his almost forty-year immersion in Zen Buddhism, and his extraordinary bond with Rinzai-Ji Zen master Joshu Sasaki Roshi. Indeed, while Cohen scrupulously honoured Zen ritual and tradition, it was the powerful magnet of Roshi—arguably, Cohen’s most important relationship—that kept him coming back several times a year. Initially, however, other Zen disciples noticed tension between them.

ED MUZIKA: I gleefully watched the competition for attention between them after sesshin. We had a Christmas party. Leonard would be singing one of his compositions, raptly engaging the thirty students, while Roshi made disparaging remarks from the background. Leonard would pause a second, wondering what was happening, then go on, warily watching Roshi from the corner of his eye. My feeling was that Sasaki felt this was his concentration camp. He didn’t want a mere prisoner upstaging him.

It was during that stay that Cohen met the legendary Ram Dass [né Richard Alpert].

ED MUZIKA: Ram Dass would disappear for two or three hours at a time, refusing to return to the unheated meditation hall with its fierce discipline. Unlike Ram Dass and myself, Cohen loved the practices, the cold and isolation. He told me [Mount] Baldy gave him a welcome rest from women.

After the sesshin, Cohen and Elrod flew to Acapulco for a brief holiday. Her bathroom photo of him, with his recently shaven head, later adorned the cover of The Energy of Slaves.



Early in the new year, alone, Cohen returned to Hydra to continue work on the new poetry volume. Barrie Wexler had rented part of a house with no central heating. One cold morning, he heard a disturbance outside.

BARRIE WEXLER: It was Cohen, with one of those old-fashioned metal oil heaters, full of kerosene. There were a hundred steep steps from his house to mine, and he’d hauled this thing all the way up. He trundled in with a big grin, the one he wore when he was particularly pleased with himself. It really saved my hide that winter. I took it back in the spring, downhill and empty, and couldn’t believe how hard that was.

From Hydra, Cohen wrote to Marianne Ihlen, calling their former island home “one of the last peaceful places left in my world.” He had been thinking about her often and wanted her to know that what happened between them, their break-up, was not her fault or his. “It was meant to be and we must forgive one another.” As he frequently did, Cohen also arranged to send her money—on this occasion, one thousand dollars.

Cohen was back in Nashville—with Elrod—by early March, rehearsing for his forthcoming European tour. Paul Saltzman arrived, but their dynamic had shifted. Saltzman was no longer a casual friend or concert promoter—he was a journalist, reporting for Maclean’s magazine. Busy rehearsing, Cohen seemed reluctant to be interviewed. Eventually, Elrod left for Miami and Cohen did the interview, telling Saltzman he had “lived a lot better when I had less money…. My standard of living went down as my income increased.” Saltzman insightfully concluded that Cohen was “searching for the matter of which he is made…. There are many parts of Leonard Cohen that Leonard doesn’t like, even hates. Once, I asked him if he liked himself. He thought for a moment and said, ‘I like my true self.’ ” After Elrod left, Charmaine Dunn appeared.

CHARMAINE DUNN: He was living in someone’s guesthouse, out of town. We did go to Bob Dylan’s house one night and raided the fridge. He wasn’t home. We were also at the studio, but Leonard wasn’t recording. He got in there and sang backup on someone else’s tunes. It was very late at night.

Later that month, Cohen embarked on a twenty-one-date European concert tour, beginning at Dublin’s National Stadium. Afterward, the owner of the city’s River Club brought Cohen to his venue; there, after a few drinks, Cohen delivered an hour-long impromptu concert. From Ireland, the tour continued to ten other countries. Joining the band as a backup singer was Jennifer Warnes. She had been appearing on a TV show with Waylon Jennings when someone asked if she knew anybody who wanted to sing on the next Leonard Cohen tour. “Send me,” she said. Warnes sang a few Cohen songs a cappella at an audition and was told, “Get your passport.” Almost inevitably, a Cohen-Warnes romance ensued.

JENNIFER WARNES: I fell in love with him and realized that the line of women was longer than I could deal with. I made a decision to become an artistic friend, rather than a romantic friend, because there was no way I could be his only girl. I put all my energy into the music, and that developed into a serious, full-time creative friendship. Leonard approached each moment as an act to be shaped. His life is an art form.

Cohen had consented to the tour reluctantly, pressured by Marty Machat. Singing his songs night after night, he felt, degraded them. And, he was convinced, he was a poor stage performer, with a mediocre voice.

TONY PALMER: I told him, “You’re talking nonsense. You have a rather beautiful voice—very personal, absolutely clear, very simple. We know you’re singing from the heart. Please stop banging on about your voice.”

Palmer, a British filmmaker, had been summoned by Machat to New York the previous October to discuss making a documentary of the tour.

TONY PALMER: The first thing Marty said was, “Leonard, I’d like you to leave for a moment.” I thought, “What the hell is going on?” But that was the reason—Leonard didn’t know that Columbia might not renew his contract. So Marty’s most important client did not want to tour and might not have a record contract. That was commercial suicide. That’s why Marty desperately wanted this film and that’s why Marty paid for it—the original version.

STEVE MACHAT: He was not going to be dropped. What Dad did was get Columbia to let him do the film. Dad put all the money in. Dad knew this film would one day be a historic record of the young Cohen. What he may have said to Tony, because Dad loved Leonard and thought he deserved a bigger record deal, was, “I’m gonna make this film and get him off Columbia,” because Columbia in the USA had no time for him. His US sales did not exist. Dad believed that if my generation knew Leonard like he did, Cohen would gain the recognition Dad felt he deserved.

BARRIE WEXLER: Cohen knew he was skating on thin ice with Columbia. He didn’t always have the best instincts when it came to business. He was fighting depression and the sense that the whole fledgling enterprise might collapse. He said he didn’t care, but he absolutely did, and relied heavily on Marty, who was more astute.

With his contract apparently in jeopardy, Cohen had approached an old Montreal friend, Jack Lazare. He and his brother, Dan, were running Aquarius Records, with concert promoter Donald K. Donald (aka Donald Tarlton).

JACK LAZARE: Leonard was worried Columbia would drop him and started to talk to us about being his record company. He ended up staying with Columbia, of course. Wise decision. We weren’t in a position to do the international thing, which is where his base was. But we did put things on paper. Leonard did this alone. It was very personal. My feeling is he really would have liked to, but it didn’t make financial sense.

Lazare eventually left the music business in 1982.

JACK LAZARE: I couldn’t stand working with egomaniacs. Leonard was sometimes in his own mystical, poetic world—but he was straight, a good person and a delight to be with. Obviously, he was in a quest all his life. I suspect he did not find the answers, but I suspect nobody finds the answers. But the persona he gave in concerts was very real. That was him. Absolutely a class act.

When Tony Palmer arrived in New York, he wasn’t quite sure what the project was, and he had brought along one of several books of Cohen’s poetry that he owned.

TONY PALMER: It actually broke the ice, because he said, “So you know I’m a poet.” I said, “That’s how I first came across you. It was only later I realized you also sang.” He thought that was very funny. He was extremely clear what he didn’t want the film to be—“and then we did this and then we did that.” He didn’t want a film that portrayed him as a writer of “sentimental little love songs.” He wanted to emphasize the political—small p—aspect of the poems and the songs. I told him, “Whatever happens, we’ll be there. Don’t ever close the door. I’m not going to interview you. I’ll be a fly on the wall.” He liked that. We also agreed to film every fifth concert. He liked that, too. He said, “Oh, four to rehearse and one to film.” I think we filmed four entire concerts.

In theory, this approach would have allowed Palmer to use different verses of the same song from different concerts. In fact, it proved more complicated, because when Cohen sang “Suzanne,” for example, he often sang it at different tempos and with different words, at different venues. In London, on March 23, 1972, Cohen sang, for the first time, “Chelsea Hotel No. 2,” the song that famously alluded to Janis Joplin’s performance of fellatio in New York. On the liner notes to his 1974 album, New Skin for the Old Ceremony, Cohen acknowledged that the song referred to “an American singer who died a while ago”—Joplin died October 4, 1970. It wasn’t until May 25, 1976, in Montreux, that he publicly cited Joplin by name. “She would not have minded,” he explained. “My mother would have minded.” Later, Cohen regretted his admission, saying he had never spoken in concrete terms about his intimate relationships, and he apologized for the indiscretion.

If Cohen rued his disclosure, Joplin seems to have rued the encounter itself, as she told interviewers Richard Avedon and Doon Arbus.

JANIS JOPLIN: Sometimes you’re with someone and you’re convinced that they have something to tell you. So maybe nothing’s happening, but you keep telling yourself something’s happening…. He’s just not saying anything. He’s moody or something. So you keep being there, pulling, giving, rapping. And all of a sudden about four o’clock in the morning, you realize that, flat-ass, this motherfucker’s just lying there. He’s not balling me. That really happened to me…. Twice. Jim Morrison and Leonard Cohen. And it’s strange, ’cause they were the only two that… I wanted to know. And they both gave me nothing.

Years later, Cohen offered a characteristically insightful analysis of Joplin’s essential predicament.

LEONARD COHEN: There are people that make their work beautiful in a way that they can never make their lives or their bodies beautiful…. Janis would sing to twenty or thirty thousand people who were drooling at her feet and I’d see her wandering around the Chelsea Hotel at three in the morning trying to find somebody to have a cup of coffee with…. She stood for something beautiful and nervous and high, and surrendered completely, and yet she couldn’t… manifest simple beautiful things in her own life.

In Dublin, Cohen met folk singer Donovan and his band member Pete Cummins at the Gresham Hotel.

PETE CUMMINS: Leonard asked Donovan if he used drugs when he was writing songs. Donovan was a smoker [of grass]. Leonard was mad on the drugs. He loved the old drugs—speed. And he didn’t make any secret of it. Leonard wanted to know as much as he could about Donovan’s methods, how he wrote. Donovan had great respect for him—he told me that. Leonard just had this great air of self-containment. Confident—he was a very confident man. Everything about him. He just exuded this charisma.

In London, in late March, Cohen met Daphne Richardson, a poet and artist with whom he’d been corresponding. Richardson, an attractive blonde in her thirties, had been in and out of mental hospitals. Impressed by the work she sent him—her poems, he said, “were highly skilled”—he intended to use her art to illustrate The Energy of Slaves.

LEONARD COHEN: Daphne… was not a compulsive or an obsessive kind of person. She went into pain that was so overwhelming that she couldn’t function. But she always knew where she was and what she was doing. Daphne… had a sense of humour.

Nothing came of the collaboration. An anonymous blogger later claimed Richardson’s meeting with Cohen demoralized her because he told her “he only wrote religious lyrics for the commercial success this brought.” Days later, she attacked a church altar and was rehospitalized.

BARRIE WEXLER: Cohen knew Daphne was disturbed, but may not have understood the severity of her paranoid schizophrenia. Her maniacal attachment to religion would have been a trigger.

Richardson continued to send letters and telegrams, pleading for his help, but Cohen, “out of touch with my correspondence,” never saw them. When he did, he immediately instructed his London agent to assure her he still wanted her to illustrate his manuscript. It was too late. Richardson had committed suicide a few days earlier, jumping from the roof of the Bush House clinic. Her suicide note mentioned his name.

LEONARD COHEN: There was a book she wrote to me from the hospital. I tell you, it was shattering. A testimony of pain. I’ve never read anything like it. I really blew that. I felt bad about that.

BARRIE WEXLER: Daphne’s suicide shook Leonard to the core—the one instance I saw in which he felt genuine guilt, held himself responsible. He wasn’t, of course. But it made him realize that attempting to help people in rough shape, involving himself in their lives, trying to get them published, was fraught with danger. He never went that far again.

Cohen did, however, use a fragment of Richardson’s writing as a liner note for the 1973 Live Songs album. Titled “Transfiguration,” it reads in part, “I am inhabited by god & love bleeds and burns within me, but what caused the transfiguration was the mad, mystic hammering of your body upon my body. Your soul entered mine then and some union took place that almost killed me with its intensity.”

In early April, the entourage arrived in Copenhagen.

BOB JOHNSTON: At the hotel, Marty [Machat] said we were spending too much of Leonard’s money. “From now on, the band pays for its own food. No more food off of Leonard.” He was my attorney, I could tell him to go screw himself. I was managing Leonard. But I said, “Yes, sir.” [Then] Leonard said, “Are we ready, my friend?” I never will forget it. I said, “No, Leonard. I’m going with the band [for] burgers… because they don’t have very much money.” He said, “What do you mean?” I said, “Marty said… those guys are spending too much of your money.” He said, “Well, he’s got a point there.” He said, “Maître d’! Champagne, please!” Marty walked out of the place and we all had a four-hour dinner. That’s how he was.

In Hamburg, Cohen took the stage giving the Sieg Heil salute. Later, he jumped into the crowd and started kissing a woman passionately, for several minutes. He had made the same Nazi gesture two years earlier in Munich.

RONNIE OPPENHEIMER: It wasn’t random. He had a black sash on his guitar. And he put the guitar behind his back so the black sash was riding across the front. That’s when he did the Hitler thing. There was a very bad vibe in the auditorium. It was incredible, because it’s probably the most provocative thing a Jew could do in Germany. But within minutes, he had them eating out of his hand. He calmed the whole thing down. He had a very hypnotic voice. His ability to handle the audience was amazing.

In Frankfurt, Cohen invited the audience to the stage and women mobbed him. Bandmate Ron Cornelius later recalled seeing “people all over him, writhing like a pile of worms. He just lost it.” In Berlin, Cohen actually recited a speech that Joseph Goebbels had given in the same hall. Jennifer Warnes later said touring with Cohen was like nothing she’d seen, before or since. “There was absolute worship for him… flower children, everywhere. It was like being way deep inside something live, like Hermann Hesse’s magic theatre. I was twenty-four years old, standing behind this man who invented a song in the middle of every concert.”

On April 18, Cohen played the Salle Pleyel in Paris. That same afternoon, he had a luncheon date with actress Brigitte Bardot; he later suggested to Barrie Wexler that they’d had a fling. The next day, the band flew to Israel. There, Tony Palmer’s documentary—shot on a budget of about $60,000—captured a near-riot at Tel Aviv’s Yad Eliyahu basketball arena.

MALKA MAROM: In Israel, Leonard is God. God makes mistakes. Leonard makes no mistakes, as far as the Israelis are concerned.

Most accounts of what ensued in Tel Aviv characterize it as a war between Cohen’s voice of liberation—inviting the audience to join the band onstage—and repression—security officials struggling to maintain control. Among those who saw it differently was Carol Slater. In 1959, in Winnipeg, she had hosted Cohen in his earlier incarnation as a poet. On that occasion, he recited his entire book, Let Us Compare Mythologies, twice and, when the crowd demanded more, started reading from the Winnipeg Tribune. In Tel Aviv, Slater waited impatiently for Cohen to appear.

CAROL SLATER: When he did, he motioned to the crowd to move down. And the guards—if they weren’t Holocaust survivors, they were older men—tried to keep the crowd away from this area, which had all the electronic equipment. And Leonard turned to them and called them pigs. To call somebody a pig in Israel is worse than any swear word. I took my children and left.

Also in the crowd was twenty-two-year-old Belgian Regine Cimber.

REGINE CIMBER: The riot began by him asking all the people to come close to the stage. A huge fight broke out with the police, who didn’t allow people to sit on the wooden floor. That’s when he sang, “We Shall Not Be Moved.” Leonard was my religion from when I was sixteen. I heard “Suzanne.” I had like an electric shock. Then my brother showed me his face on the cover. That was it. Perfection in every way. That April 1972, I went home for Pesach and saw his concert in Brussels. Then I rushed back to Israel to catch those two concerts. I was in love with everything about him. And this was before I met him. During the concert, somebody came to me with a piece of paper—“Please meet me backstage after the show.” I couldn’t wait for the end. I got backstage and, to my great disappointment, the note was from Peter Marshall, the bass player. But I didn’t say no.

Cimber then accompanied the band to Jerusalem.

REGINE CIMBER: On the bus, we sang, “So Long, Marianne.” I was singing with Jennifer Warnes and Donna Washburn. We had talks and were at restaurants together. I had only eyes for Leonard, of course. Seduction was always around him. I was in a trance. His eyes… his voice… it went right through my head. In one of his books, he tells about his ability to hypnotize people. That’s exactly how I felt. I think he had something with Jennifer at that time, but I couldn’t care less. One evening, I found a minute alone with him. In an Arab café in the old city. I took opium with him—first time. Smoking from a broken bottle. I had the chutzpah to ask him why nothing happened between us. He said Peter was the only other Jew in the band, and was so crazy about me that he couldn’t do that to him.

No less memorable was Cohen’s final concert, at Jerusalem’s Binyanei Ha’uma Hall. It had barely begun when, in response to the crowd’s applause, he suddenly stopped singing. “I really enjoy your recognizing the song,” he said, “but… I’m scared enough as it is… and I think something’s wrong every time you begin to applaud. So if you do recognize the song, would you just wave your hand?” But when he began “One of Us Cannot Be Wrong,” he again was greeted with applause. Cohen then threatened to end the concert and refund the money, “because I really feel that we’re cheating you.”

LEONARD COHEN: It says in the Kabbalah… that if you can’t get off the ground, you should stay on the ground. No, it says in the Kabbalah that unless Adam and Eve face each other, God does not sit on his throne. And somehow, the male and female part of me refuse to encounter one another tonight, and God does not sit on his throne. And this is a terrible thing to happen in Jerusalem.

Cohen left the stage and initially refused to reappear but, after giving himself a quick shave and dropping LSD with the band, he returned to a thunderous ovation. Onstage, according to Ron Cornelius, the band sat in a semicircle while the audience serenaded them with the strains of “Havenu Shalom (We Bring You Peace).” Later, while singing, “So Long, Marianne,” Cohen reportedly had a vision of her and started weeping. Turning to the band, he noticed that they, too, were crying.

REGINE CIMBER: He cried a lot, onstage and off.

A day or two later, Cimber was walking on Dizengoff Street in Tel Aviv when she heard her name called. It was Cohen, beckoning her to join him at a café.

REGINE CIMBER: I was completely paralyzed. I don’t remember a thing we said. His eyes went right through my brain out the other way. But he remembered my name, so he was not indifferent. It felt like family, like I always knew him. Haimish. You know the word?

Between his Tel Aviv and Jerusalem concerts, Cohen attended a party in Herzliya Pituah and met another woman he was destined to form a relationship with—Rachel Terry, a stunning model, actress, tour guide, El Al flight attendant, and Olympic basketball player.

RACHEL TERRY: I’d never heard of him. I was wearing a black suit, gabardine, with thin white stripes, classy. My hair was up. I was sitting in the corner trying not to be noticed and Bob Johnston comes up and says, “Leonard Cohen wants to meet you.” Me? Why me? My friend says, “Go, go. What have you got to lose?” So I follow Bob into a little room and Leonard is sitting on the floor. I said, “I heard you wanted to meet me. But I know nothing about you.” He says, “You don’t have to know anything about me. Just say yes or no.” I was a little in shock. This was a different kind of approach. I said, “I need to think about it.” I didn’t say yes right away. But I kept looking at him. He had such profound depths in him. When I looked into his eyes, I dived in. I drowned in them. He was so sweet and humble. So I sat down and we talked. I gave him my phone number and he called and we went walking, in Jaffa. He came for Shabbas dinner at my parents’ home. He told me we should plant a lemon orchard in Ra’anana, escape from the world in nature.

What Cohen omitted from his narrative was his relationship with Suzanne Elrod.

RACHEL TERRY: He doesn’t mention her—nothing. That’s why later, when he told me she was pregnant, I told him, “No, for now.” I got a little bit annoyed. He should have told me from the beginning. She was pregnant when he met me. [By then], we had this relationship, and I fell in love with him. How could you not? He had such a charm and he was so funny and so loving, and so caring, even though everybody wanted a piece of him.

Terry wasn’t the only lover Cohen kept in the dark.

JULIE FELIX: He was effectively “married,” but he didn’t talk about it. He didn’t tell me that.

Over the next several years, Terry, working for El Al, rendezvoused with Cohen in London, Paris, Montreal, and New York.

RACHEL TERRY: I kept on seeing him, not on the level of lovers, but as friends, in coffee shops. We liked each other’s company.

After the Israel concerts, Cohen brought the band to Hydra for a visit. One night, on his terrace, they jammed into the early hours. A few days later, a pregnant Suzanne Elrod arrived. Wexler was staying at the house.

BARRIE WEXLER: Things were sometimes rough between them. They seemed to purposely fuel each other’s anger—a volatile, perverse game. Once, as he stormed out of the house, he yelled back a warning about relationships to me, “You see what happens?” The whole thing was bizarre. They grew to despise one another, and appeared to mutually promote that hatred.

Over the next three years, Cohen would fill diaries with invective aimed at Elrod. It was an aspect of his character kept from public view. “So here you are again,” he wrote, “ugly and glowing, like charcoal shit. You want to know what the matter is. Why don’t I serve you anymore…. You actually came to ask me that. I must say your buttocks are beautiful as when we first met and I followed you into the fire. Thanks for the visit, you ugly bitch.” Did these entries reflect his innermost sentiments? Were they drafts of future literary works? Or both? Certainly, there were times when the couple seemed genuinely happy together.

HELEN MARDEN: Suzanne and Leonard enjoyed one another. I’d go by the house and we’d cook dinner. There were some wonderful moments. He’d come back from being on tour. It was pretty low key. He was used to people clapping and we’d say, “No one’s clapping now, Leonard.” I remember him saying one night, “There are only four people in the world who do what I do,” or “who are as good as I am.” One was Dylan. I don’t remember the others, or if he named them.

VALERIE LLOYD SIDAWAY: One winter evening, I popped over to Anthony’s house. A friend was looking for a place to rent and I thought they might know of a house. The front door opened onto a large kitchen-dining area with a stone floor. There was music playing and Leonard and Suzanne were dancing close together and smiling. Christina was preparing dinner. Leonard asked if I was the one looking for a rental. “No,” I replied. They danced on.

In his spare time, Cohen continued the informal education of his protégé, Wexler.

BARRIE WEXLER: One day, Leonard put a Jacques Brel album on his record player. I’d never heard him before. He told me Brel had cancer of the throat and that, when he realized it was hopeless, sailed out alone into the Mediterranean to die. I think he identified with Brel even more than he did Dylan. I sensed that in some way he was talking about himself.

In fact, Brel’s departure was less romantic than Cohen understood. He lived another four years, sailed the West Indies with a girlfriend, and settled in French Polynesia until a few months before his death in France.

BARRIE WEXLER: He played one song over and over, Piaf’s “Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien,” and translated what she was singing. He introduced me to Greek poets—Cavafy, Seferis, and Ritsos. One Ritsos poem Cohen really liked was “The Blue Woman”… “She dipped her hand into the sea / It became blue.” Spanish poets were his favourites. More than once, he read aloud García Lorca’s “Romance Sonámbulo”: “Green, how I love you, green.” And quoted by heart from Diary of a Poet Recently Married by Lorca’s mentor, Juan Jiménez. We listened to everything from Ashkenazi cantors to fado music by Amália Rodrigues. It was a whole cultural education.

One day, Wexler and Cohen sat on the port watching a line of beautiful women pass by. After a while, Cohen remarked, “It’s like someone opened the gem market.”

BARRIE WEXLER: I had no idea what he meant. So he told me about exchanges for buying and selling precious stones. Then we continued to gaze at the passing parade. I said, “But what does it mean to ‘open’ a gem market?” He patiently elaborated—only brokers and wholesalers had access to the exchanges, not retail consumers. By then, the parade had thinned out. Finally, I said, “So by opening the gem market, you mean that these great-looking girls, who wouldn’t ordinarily be available, are accessible while on vacation.” At which point, he nodded toward the now empty harbour and said, “What girls?” I’m not sure what annoyed him more—the loss of a potential tryst, or the fact that my ignorance had killed a really good metaphor.

For recreation, they frequently held thumb-wrestling matches.

BARRIE WEXLER: He was very cunning. The most fun was accusing each other of cheating every time one of us spotted a little daylight between the other’s wrist and the table. It got so bad we had to call in referees. Once, Marianne had enough of our squabbling, grabbed both our wrists, and held them to the kitchen table. She squeezed so hard my thumb started to turn red. His turned purple. I thought she was trying to give me an advantage by cutting off his circulation, but he still won two out of three.

BILL FURY: He was very good. Some of his band members wouldn’t wrestle with him—they were worried about injuries that might end their careers.

LEONARD COHEN: I once beat Pierre Trudeau at thumb wrestling. He was so good at everything. Swimmer, canoer, martial artist. I thought, “I just can’t take this.” So I challenged him. I got him on that one.

One late night, Cohen and Wexler held another kind of contest.

BARRIE WEXLER: We were on the terrace talking about the trouble his neighbour was causing over a disputed property line. Leonard said, “Let’s let ’em have it.” He walked over to the wall that surrounded the terrace, hoisted himself up, and motioned for me to follow. He lowered his pants and boxer shorts, and asked, “Distance or duration?” The rules weren’t clearly established and there ensued a vigorous debate over who won. Leonard insisted distance traditionally trumped duration. We were about to trudge up to Anthony’s for a second opinion when the agreed-to arbitrator showed up from a night of drinking, rushed to the edge of the terrace, and relieved himself—outdistancing and outlasting both of us.






CHAPTER TWO Into the Avalanche



He was like the mentor on steroids.

—Paul Ostermayer

There’s the human being and there’s the being human. That’s what I learned from him—being human. Not being afraid to share, not being paranoid about anything, though a few times it cost him. When I think about Leonard, I think about it being a gift that I had.

—Michel Robidoux



With their first child due in the fall, Leonard Cohen and Suzanne Elrod returned to Montreal in June 1972, and moved into the small duplex he’d bought for $7,000 earlier that year at 4303 Rue St.-Dominique, one block east of St.-Laurent Boulevard, aka the Main. Quebec playwright Michel Garneau had led a wave of artists buying into the largely immigrant neighbourhood in 1969.

MICHEL GARNEAU: Morton Rosengarten used to come from Way’s Mills and crash at my place. He liked it and got a place a few doors down. Leonard came to visit, really liked our places, saw the little cottage, and he came with Suzanne.

GARY ROSENBERG: Gary Young, Leonard’s handyman, redid the cottage, the finishing. It was fantastic. From the outside it looked small, but inside he created an incredible space. He had a big garden, fenced, very private, very nice. We jammed there a couple of times. It was testimony to what money can do.

MICHAEL HARRIS: Cohen’s backyard wasn’t Greek as much as it was rustic—sylvan, even. There was a Zen sense about it. The ground cover and the walls were not unkempt, but they were not manicured. There was an old wood shed out back. It was very Plateau, in Montreal terms—not meant for view, but for use. Inside, there was one chair and one desk and a couple of pieces of paper, clear floor, spacious, bright white walls, very, very clean, reduced.

Over the next decade, the affordable homes east of the Main attracted French and English artists alike, including writer Gary Rosenberg, architect Charlie Gurd, artist Israel Charney, singer-songwriter Michel Pagliaro, choreographer/dancer Marie Chouinard, photographer Hazel Field, and sculptors Cheryl Kenmey and Armand Vaillancourt, former husband of the dancer Suzanne Verdal.

GARY ROSENBERG: I’d gone out with Suzanne Verdal. She told me stories about Leonard. She was taking care of a loft in Old Montreal. Definitely she had a sexual union with him. She made it sound like he was the one who wanted to form a couple, and she was the free spirit.

ISRAEL CHARNEY: By that time, I’d distanced myself from them. After Altamont [the infamous 1969 rock music festival where four deaths occurred], the shit hit the fan. The world was different. Music was different. The stuffing fell out of the teddy bear and [Cohen] was some deflated, sad figure who mastered the high English of Anglophilia. He and his friend Robert Hershorn wore the nattiest suits. Tweed here, Harris there. They went to London—they were Anglophiles. We were Francophiles—we went to Paris. Maybe I visited [him] once. I’d freed myself by being in other cultures. They no longer looked the same to me. They looked edgy, ambitious. That was still Westmount for me. I lived one hundred yards away, but eons of time, and a distance I maintained, not unhappily, to protect myself from whatever it is. Leonard had passed to another world. He was on the mountaintop. It always took me back to that searcher, joining this group or that group, trying to find something. There was an unconsciousness, [though] here was somebody who spent his entire life trying to find consciousness. People worship all sorts of things. But when I hear the word “clear” [an echo of “Famous Blue Raincoat”], I shudder. Europeans with their candles outside his house—I find it meshuga.

MICHEL GARNEAU: Leonard was very magnetic. People would be crawling at his feet, sycophants. I know he was uncomfortable with that behaviour, but he had that curse. I called [him] privately Krishnamurti, who was trying to tell people, “Don’t believe in gurus. They’re all fake.” The more he said it, the more he became a guru.

Others were also disaffected.

BARBARA DODGE: I didn’t like what I saw. He’d come home and he’d expect to be served. And Suzanne would run around trying to please him.

PATRICIA NOLIN: By the early seventies, I was no longer interested. Everybody started being in pain. Everyone was suffering. Leonard was crazy. Leonard was in a depression, taking drugs. Hershorn was a junky. Morton was drinking, but not disagreeably.

ISRAEL CHARNEY: It was agreeable with Morton [then]. He had a great demeanour, and a sort of simplicity.

MICHEL GARNEAU: I never knew exactly who was the master and who was the pupil. Leonard and Morton exchanged that role in a healthy way for a long time. That’s something very rich between them. For me, Morton was the greatest teacher. He taught me a lot about attention, looking and focus, doing it gracefully and with humour. Being serious without taking yourself seriously is an art of which he’s a master. Leonard had something similar. They did have some problems. Sometimes, they were interested in the same woman.

Indeed, the Cohen-Rosengarten dynamic had shifted, perhaps inevitably.

BARBARA DODGE: They [did get] annoyed with each other. Leonard became so famous, very quickly. That must have been hard on Morton. What must have been harder was the loss of that incredible friendship. He’s off—he belongs to the world—and they don’t have that twosome, their dreams and schemes. It was tough on him, but not tough on Leonard. When he became super famous, he had a different perspective on Morton. He was given opportunities to grow in ways that Morton never was, so Morton became the dominant mentor of that underground community in Montreal—the teacher.

BARRIE WEXLER: A certain stress was put on their relationship by Leonard’s fame. Cohen was aware that his closest friend was struggling with something he’d inadvertently caused. His defensiveness of Mort came partially out of guilt—not just the effect his celebrity had had, but because, deep down, Leonard struggled with his own sense of ruthlessness. Cohen had a hand in creating the opportunities he was given, but that wasn’t Morton’s nature. There wasn’t much Leonard could do to shake off the part of him that drove his ambition. He would melt into a monastery, but it would still be there when he came out, as if preordained.

BARBARA DODGE: Leonard looked like the most miserable person I’d encountered. I thought it was the drugs. He was riding the wrong horse. He literally had no fear. The freakier it was, the more he wanted to go there. I thought it ruined him—his creative life and his heart and soul were damned during that period. I loved Leonard’s work, [but] the imagery got cheap and shallow—just tits and ass. It was Suzanne’s influence that suddenly he was like a very cheap version of himself. He struggled with that—to get back to the authenticity that Suzanne, drugs, the lifestyle had robbed him of. Struggling to get through the cultural bullshit, [when] everyone just wanted to get laid, experiment, take drugs.

Cohen would likely have agreed with Dodge.

PICO IYER: The person always toughest on Leonard Cohen was Leonard Cohen. The beauty and the grace of his work is that he never gives himself the benefit of the doubt. He portrays himself, sometimes drolly for rhetorical effect, but often sincerely as the wrongdoer, as the messed-up guy, as the person who’s making all the wrong decisions, or who’s the foolish slave to beauty or eroticism. I don’t think he’d deny it or be defensive. And his lack of denial, and his lack of claim to be something he wasn’t, is a large part of his power as an artist.

Michel Garneau, too, maintained a certain distance.

MICHEL GARNEAU: I was trying to be disciplined, resisting temptations. One of them was to have a social life. Suzanne would invite me for supper—I always refused. They had parties with famous people, such as Joni Mitchell. I refused. I did not want to be caught in that scene, the glamour. I was extremely méfiant [suspicious]. The more part of something you become, the less you are. So the relationship with Leonard was good, but economical—my decision. He understood and approved. Still, he was important to me. He was a good poet and somebody who carried within himself a lot of bullshit I did not believe in. I had great admiration for him, but was skeptical of the mystical side, the I Ching, Zen, all those things. We liked each other a whole lot, and our conversations were precious, but he always thought I was dead wrong and I always thought he was dead wrong. We had totally different approaches to the world.

Separated by the spiritual, they bonded with the literary.

MICHEL GARNEAU: I read him a poem and he said, “Wait a minute,” and came back with a bunch of poems he was working on. We went all night, reading our poetry to each other. Very drunk, but at the same time lucid, a very exciting intellectual evening.

That night, Garneau was about to fall into bed when he heard the doorbell—Cohen, offering a gift, a small, stone Hindu goddess. Despite his avowed atheism, Garneau kept it on his desk—“just in case.” Garneau conferred a gift of his own, a love of tables. “I told him, ‘I spend my life at tables, so I might as well have a good one and a big one.’ ” Garneau’s whole downstairs area was a rectangle on which a table had been built, on three sides, permanently, against the wall. Cohen ultimately collected several tables in Montreal and had one—nine feet long, three and a half feet wide—constructed for his LA home.



On July 4, 1972, Cohen’s Israeli lover, Rachel Terry, landed in Montreal during an El Al trip.

RACHEL TERRY: I saw him at his parents’ house. Suzanne was there, but he still did not tell me. In later years, he wanted to be with me and I said no. I was young then, just discovering this beautiful and cruel world. I didn’t have and will never have a love like him. The fact that he had other women who loved him didn’t bother me. I was lucky to have known him.

In August, Cohen returned to Mount Baldy and Sasaki Roshi. In a brief letter to Marianne Ihlen, he said he was cleaning himself up with a disciplined life. The commitment did not last. Soon after, he flew to London to view a rough-cut of Tony Palmer’s Bird on a Wire film, which had been sold—on paper—to the BBC. Palmer, who screened it for Cohen and Marty Machat, recalls “a perfectly constructive, civilized conversation.”

TONY PALMER: One argument we had—he said, “If we’re going to call the film Bird on a Wire, don’t you think we should start the film with that?” I said, “Absolutely not. What we should do is show a progression toward ‘I have tried in my way to be free.’ ” He agreed. He said, “Should we explain what the riot in Tel Aviv was about?” I said, “No, because what we see is you commanding the audience, and that’s important.” Leonard also worried that people would get lost without narration. I said, “The audience is not stupid. If I construct the film properly, they’ll be able to follow.” When we screened it, he said, “You’re right. It doesn’t need narration.” He didn’t storm out of the room, but he kept [saying] he feared the film was “confrontational.” I eventually concluded he was shocked by the extent to which we had got very close to him. There he was, on a big silver screen, looking Jewish, big nose, lopsided mouth, whatever. I think that’s entirely understandable.
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