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PATTI SMITH

It was not easy for Robert to make this break. Something within
him could not be denied, yet he also wanted to please his parents.
Robert rarely spoke of his youth or his family. He always said he had
a good upbringing, that he was safe and well provided for in practical
terms. But he always suppressed his real feelings, mimicking the stoic
nature of his father. '

His mother dreamed of him entering the priesthood. He liked
being an altar boy, but enjoyed it more for his entrance into secret
places, the sacristy, forbidden chambers, the robes and the rituals. He
didn’t have a religious or pious relationship with the church; it was
aesthetic. The thrill of the battle between good and evil attracted
him, perhaps because it mirrored his interior conflict, and revealed
a line that he might yet need to cross. Still, at his first holy commu-
nion, he stood proud to have accomplished this sacred task, reveling
in being the center of attention. He wore a.huge Baudelairean bow
and an armband identical to the one worn by a very defiant Arthur
Rimbaud. i

There was no sense of culturé or bohemian disorder in his par-
ents” house. It was neat and clean and a model of postwar middle-
class sensibilities, the magazines in the magazine rack, jewelry in the
jewelry box. His father, Harry, could be stern and judgmental and
Robert inherited these qualities from him, as well as his strong, sensi-
tive fingers. His mother gave him her sense of order and her crooked
smile that always made it seem as if he had a secret.

A few of Robert’s drawings were hung on the wall in the hall-
way. While he lived at home he did his best to be a dutiful son, even
choosing the curriculum his father demanded—commercial art. If he
discovered anything on his own, he kept it to himself.

Robert loved to hear of my childhood adventures, but when I
asked about his, he would have little to say. He said that his family
never talked much, read, or shared intimate feelings. They had no
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communal mytho’, :, and snow forts. It

was a safe existen -
“You're my -

W’hen I was a young gitl, I fell into trouble.

In 1966, at summer’s end, I slept with a boy even more
callow than I and we conceived instantaneously. I consulted a doctor
who doubted my concern, waving me off with a somewhat bemused
lecture on the female cycle. But as the weeks passed, I knew that
was carrying a child.

I 'was raised at a time when sex and marriage were absolutely syn-
onymous. There was no available birth control and at nineteen I was
still naive about sex. Our union was so fleeting; so tender that I was
not altogether certain we consummated our affection. But nature with
all her force would have the final word. The irony that I, who never
wanted to be a girl nor grow up, would be faced with this trial did not
escape me. I was humbled by nature.

The boy, who was only seventeen, was so inexperienced that he
could hardly be held accountable. T would have to take care of things
on my own. On Thanksgiving morning I sat on the cot in the laun-
dry room of my parents’ house. This was where I slept when I worked
summers in afactory, and the rest of the year while I attended Glassboro
State Teachers College. I could hear my mother and father making cof-
fee and the laughter of my siblings as they sat around the table. I was
the eldest and the pride of the family, working my way through college.
My father was concerned that I was not attractive enough to find a hus-
band and thought that the teaching profession would afford me secu-
rity. It would be a great blow to him if I did not complete my studies.
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I sat for a long time looking at my hands resting on my stomach.
I had relieved the boy of responsibility. He was like a moth struggling
within a cocoon and I couldn’t bring myself to disturb his unwieldy
emergence into the world. I knew there was nothing he could do. I
also knew I was incapable of tending to an infant. I had sought the
assistance of a benevolent professor who had found an educated
couple longing for a child.

I surveyed my quarters: a washer and dryer, a Jarge wicker bas-
ket overflowing with unwashed linens, my father’s shirts folded on
the ironing board. There was a small table where I had arranged my
drawing pencils, sketchbook, and copy of Zluminations. 1 sat ready-
ing myself to face my parents, praying beneath my breath. For a brief
moment I felt as if I might die; and just as quickly I knew everything
would be all right.

It is impossible to exaggerate the sudden calm I felt. An,over-
whelming sense of mission eclipsed my fears. I attributed this to the
baby, imagining it empathized with my situation. I felt in full posses-
sion of myself. I would do my duty and stay strong and healthy. I
would never look back. I would not return to the factory or to teach-
ers college. I would be an artist. I would prove my worth, and with my
new resolve I rose and approached the kitchen.

1 was dismissed from college, but I no longer cared. I knew I was not
destined to be a schoolteacher, though I believed it to be an admirable
occupation. I continued to live in my laundry room.

My compatriot from college, Janet Hamill, bolstered my morale.
She had lost her mother and came to stay with my family. I shared my
little quarters with her. Both of us harbored lofty dreams but also a
common love of rock and roll, spending long evenings discoursing on
the Beatles versus the Rolling Stones. We had stood in line for hours
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at Sam Goody’s to purchase Blonde on Blonde, combing Philadelphia
in search of\a scarf like the one Bob Dylan wore on the cover. We
lit candles for him when he had his motorcycle accident. We lay in
the high grass listening to “Light My Fire” wafting from the radio of
Janet’sbattered car parked by the side of the road with the doors open.
We cut our Iong skirts to the mini-lengths of Vanessa Redgrave’s in
Blow-Up and searched for greatcoats in thrift stores like those worn
by Oscar Wilde and Baudelaire.

Janet remained my trusted friend through my term, but as my
pregnancy progressed, I had to find refuge elsewhere. Judgmental
neighbors made it impossible for my family, treating them as if they
were harboring a criminal. I found a surrogate family, also called
Smith, farther south by the sea. A painter and his wife, a potter,
kindly took me in. They had a little boy and theirs was a disciplined
but loving environment of macrobiotic food, classical music, and
art. I was lonely but Janet visited me when she could. I had a small
amount of pocket money. Every Sunday I would take a long walk
to a deserted beach café to have a coffee and a jelly doughnut, two
things forbidden in a home regimented by healthy food. I savored
these small indulgences, slipping a quarter in the jukebox and listen-
ing to “Strawberry Fields” three times in a row. It was my private
ritual and the words and voice of John Lennon provided me with
strength when I faltered.

After the Easter holidays my parents came for me. My labor coin-
cided with the full moon. They drove me to the hospital in Camden.
Due to my unwed status, the nurses were very cruel and uncaring, and
left me on a table for several hours before informing the doctor that
I had gone into labor. They ridiculed me for my beatnik appearance
and immoral behavior, calling me “Dracula’s daughter” and threaten-
ing to cut my long black hair. When my doctor arrived, he was very
angry. I could hear him yelling at the nurses that I was having a breech
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It’s good, he thought, somewhat ruefully. For no one would see
what he had seen, no one would understand. He was accustomed to
this feeling. He’d had it all his life, but in the past he tried to make
up for it, as if it were his fault. He compensated for this with a sweet
nature, seeking approval from his father, from his teachers, from
his peers. (

He wasn’t certain whether he was a good or bad person. Whether
he was altruistic. Whether he was demonic. But he was certainof one
thing. He was an artist. And for that he would never apologize. He
leaned against a wall and smoked a cigarette. He felt swathed in clar-
ity, a little shaken, but he knew it was merely physical. There was
another sensation brewing he had no name for. He felt in control. He
would no longer be a slave.

As night fell, he noticed he was thirsty. He craved chocolate milk.
One place would be open. He felt for his chaﬁgé, turned the corner,
and headed toward Myrtle Avenue, grirming in the dark.

’
.
*

In the spring of 1967 I assessed my life. I had brought the child
healthy into the world and placed her under the protection of a loving
and educated family. I had dropped out of teachers’ college, having
not the discipline, the focus, nor the money I needed to continue. I
was holding a temporary minimum-wage job in a textbook factory in
Philadelphia.

My immediate concern was where to go next, and what to do
when I got there. I held to the hope that I was an artist, though I
knew I would never be able to afford art school and had to make a
living. There was nothing to keep me home, no prospects and no
sense of community. My parents had raised us in an atmosphere of
religious dialogue, of compassion, of civil rights, but the general
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feel of rural South Jersey was hardly pro-artist. My few comrades
had moved hﬁf\w York to write poetry and study art and I felt very
much alone.

I had found solace in Arthur Rimbaud, whom I had come upon in
a bookstall across from the bus depot in Philadelphia when 1 was six-
teen. His haughty gaze reached mine from the cover of Zluminations.
He possessed an irreverent intelligence thatignited me, and I embraced
him as compatriot, kin, and even secret love. Not having the ninety-
nine cents to buy the book, I pocketed it.

Rimbaud held the keys to a mystical language that I devoured

-even as I could not fully decipher it. My unrequited love for him was

as real to me as anything I had experienced. At the factory where
I had labored with a hard-edged, illiterate group of women, I was
harassed in his name. Suspecting me of being a Communist for read-
ing a book in a foreign language, they threatened me in the john,
prodding me to denounce him. It was within this atmosphere that
I seethed. It was for him that I wrote and dreamed. He became my
archangel, delivering me from the mundane horrors of factory life.
His hands had chiseled a manual of heaven and I held them fast. The
knowledge of him added swagger to my step and this could not be
stripped away. I tossed my copy of Hluminations in a plaid suitcase.
We would escape together.

I had my plan. I would seek out friends who were studying at
the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. I figured if I placed myself in their
environment I could learn from them. When I was laid off in late
June from my job in the textbook factory, I took this as a sign to head
out. Employment in South Jersey was hard to come by. I was on a
waiting list at the Columbia Records pressing plant in Pitman and
the Campbell Soup Company in Camden, but the thought of either
job made me nauseous. I had enough money for a one-way ticket. I
planned to hit all the bookstores in the city. This seemed ideal work
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to me. My mother; who was a waitress, gave me white wedgies and a
fresh uniform in a plain wrapper.

“You'll never make it as a waitress,” she said, “but I'll stake you
anyway.” It was her way of showing her support.

3

It was a Monday morning on July 3. I maneuvered the tearful good-
byes and walked the mile to Woodbury and caught the Broadway bus
to Philadelphia, passing through my beloved Camden and nodding
respectfully to the sad exterior of the oncé~prosperous Walt Whitman
Hotel. I felt a pang abandoning this struggling city, but there was no
work for me there. They were closing the great shipyard and soon
everyone would be looking for jobs.

I got off at Market Street and stopped in Nedick’s. I slipped a
quarter in the jukebox, played two sides by Nina -Simone, and had
a farewell doughnut and coffee. I crossed over to Filbert Street to
the bus terminal across from the bookstall that I had haunted for the
last few years. I paused before the’spot where 1 had pocketed my
Rimbaud. In its place was a battered copy of Love on the Left Bank
with grainy black-and-white shots of Paris nightlife in the late fif-
ties. The photographs of the beautiful Vali Myers, with her wild hair
and kohl-rimmed eyes, dancing on the streets of the Latin Quarter
deeply impressed me. I did not swipe the book, but kept her image
in mind.

It was a big blow that the fare to New York had nearly doubled
since last I’d traveled. I was unable to buy my ticket. I went into a
phone booth to think. It was a real Clark Kent moment. I thought
of calling my sister although I was too ashamed to return home. But
there, on the shelf beneath the telephone, lying on thick yellow pages,
was a white patent purse. It contained a locket and thirty-two dollars,
almost a week’s paycheck at my last job.

{24}

JUST KIDS

Against my better judgment, I took the money but I left the
purse on the ticket counter in the hopes that the owner would at
least fét(igve the locket. There was nothing in it that revealed her
identity. T can only thank, as I have within myself many times
through the years, this unknown benefactor. She was the one who
gave me the last piece of encouragement, a thief’s good-luck sign.
I accepted the grant of the small white purse as the hand of fate
pushing me on.

At twenty years old, I boarded the bus. I wore my dungarees,
black turtleneck, and the old gray raincoat I had bought in Camden.
My small suitcase, yellow-and-red plaid, held some drawing pencils,
a notebook, Zluminarions, a few pieces of clothing, and pictures of
my siblings. I was superstitious. Today was a Monday; I was born
on Monday. It was a good day to arrive in New York City. No one
expected me. Everything awaited me.

I immediately took the subway from Port Authority to Jay Street
and Borough Hall, then to Hoyt-Schermerhorn and DeKalb Avenue.
It was a sunny afternoon. I was hoping my friends might put me up
until T could find a place of my own. I went to the brownstone at the
address I had, but they had moved. The new tenant was polite. He
motioned toward a room at the rear of the flat and suggested that his
roommate might know the new address.

I walked into the room. On a simple iron bed, a boy was sleeping.
He was pale and slim with masses of dark curls, lying bare-chested
with strands of beads around his neck. I stood there. He opened his
eyes and smiled.

When I told him of my plight, he rose in one motion, put on his

“huaraches and a white T- shirt, and beckoned me to follow him.

I watched him as he walked ahead, leading the way with a light-
footed gait, slightly bowlegged. I noticed his hands as he tapped his
fingers against his thigh. I had never seen anyone like him. He deliv-
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ered me to another brownstone on Clinton Avenue, gave a little fare-
well salute, smiled, and was on his way.

The day wore on. I waited for my friends. As fortune would have
it, they did not return. That night, having nowhere to go, I fell asleep
on their red stoop. When I awoke, it was Independence Day, my first
away from home with the familiar parade, veterans’ picnic, and fire-
works display. I felt a restless agitation in the air. Packs of children
threw firecrackers that exploded at my feet. I would spend that day
much as I spent the next few weeks, looking for kindred souls, shelter,

and, most urgently, a job. Summer seemed the wrong time to find a

sympathetic student. Everyone was less than eager to provide me with-

a helping hand. Everyone was struggling, and I, the country mouse,
was just an awkward presence. Eventually I went back to the city and
slept in Central Park, not far from the statue of the Mad Hatter.

Along Fifth Avenue, I left applications atfshéps and bookstores.
I would often stop before a grand hotel, an alien observer to the
Proustian lifestyle of the privileged class, exiting sleek black cars
with exquisite brown-and-gold-patterned trunks. It was another
side of life. Horse-drawn carriages were stationed between the Paris
Theatre and the Plaza Hotel. In discarded newspapers I would search
out the evening’s entertainment. Across from the Metropolitan Opera
I watched the people enter, sensing their anticipation.

The city was a real city, shifty and sexual. I was lightly jostled
by small herds of flushed young sailors looking for action on Forty-
second Street, with its rows of X-rated movie houses, brassy women,
glittering souvenir shops, and hot-dog vendors. I wandered through
Kino parlors and peered through the windows of the magnificent
sprawling Grant’s Raw Bar filled with men in black coats scooping up
piles of fresh oysters.

The skyscrapers were beautiful. They did not seem like mere
corporate shells. They were monuments to the arrogant yet phil-
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anthropic spirit of America. The character of each quadrant was
invigorating and one felt the flux of its history. The old world and
the emerging one served up in the brick and mortar of the artisan
and the éﬂfch\igects.

I walked for hours from park to park. In Washington Square, one
could still feel the characters of Henry James and the presence of the
author himself. Entering the perimeters of the white arch, one was
greeted by the sounds of bongos and acoustic guitars, protest singers,
political arguments, activists leafleting, older chess players challenged
by the young. This open atmosphere was something I had not experi-
enced, simple freedom that did not seem to be oppressive to anyone.

I was beat and hungry, roaming with a few belongings wrapped
in a cloth, hobo style, a sack without a stick—my suitcase stashed in
Brooklyn. It was a Sunday and I took a day off from searching for
work. Through the night I had gone back and forth to the end of the
line at Coney Island, snatching bits of sleep when I could. I got off
the F train at the Washington Square station and walked down Sixth
Avenue. I stopped to watch the boys shooting hoops near Houston
Street. It was there I met Saint, my guide, a black Cherokee with
one foot in the street and the other in the Milky Way. He suddenly
appeared, as vagabonds will sometimes find one another.

I'swiftly clocked him, inside and out, and perceived he was okay.
It seemed natural talking with him, though I didn’t normally talk to
strangers.

“Hey, sister. What’s your situation?”

“On earth or in the universe?”

He laughed and said, “All right!”

T sized him up while he was looking at the sky. He had a Jimi
Hendrix look, tall, slim, and soft-spoken, though a bit ragged. He
posed no threat, uttered no sexual innuendos, no mention of the phys-
ical plane, except the most basic.
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“You hungry?”

“Yes.”

“Come on.”

The street of cafés was just waking up. He stopped at a few places
on MacDougal Street. He greeted the fellows setting up for the new
day. “Hey, Saint,” they would say, and he’d shoot the shit while I
stood a few feet away. “Got anything for me?” he asked.

The cooks knew him well and gave him offerings in-brown
paper bags. He returned the favor with anecdotes of his travels from
the heartland to Venus. We walked to the park, sat on a bench, and
divided his take: loaves of day-old bread and a head of lettuce. He had
me remove the top layers of the lettuce as he broke the bread in half.
Some of the lettuce was still crisp inside.

“There’s water in the lettuce leaves,” he said. “The bread will
satisfy your hunger.” - .
We piled the best leaves on the bread and happﬂy ate. |

“A real prison breakfast,” I sa1d

“Yeah, but we are free.”

And that summed it up. He slept for a while in the grass and I just
sat quietly with no fear. When he awoke, we searched around until he
found a patch of earth without grass. He got a stick and drew a celes-
tial map. He gave me some lessons on man’s place in the universe,
then the inner universe.

“You follow this?”

“It’s normal stuff,” I said.

He laughed for a long time.

Our unspoken routine filled my next few days. At night we’d
go our separate ways. I would watch him stroll away. He would
often be barefoot, his sandals slung over his shoulder. I marveled
how anyone, even in summer, would have the courage and stealth to

roam barefoot in the city.
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We would go find our own sleep outposts. We never spoke about
where we slept. In the morning I would find him in the park and we’d
make the rounds, “getting vitals,” as he said. We’d eat pita bread and
celery stalks. On the third day I found two quarters embedded in the
grass in the park. We had coffee, toast and jam, and split an egg at the
Waverly Diner. Fifty cents was real money in 1967.

That afternoon, he gave me a long recap of man and the universe.
He seemed content with me as a pupil, though he was more distracted
than usual. Venus, he had told me, was more than a star. “I'm waiting
to go home,” he said.

It was a beautiful day and we sat in the grass. I guess I dozed off.
He wasn’t there when I awoke. There was a piece of red chalk he used
for drawing on the sidewalk. I pocketed it and went my way. The next
day I half-waited for him to return. But he didn’t. He had given me
what I needed to keep going.

I wasn’t sad, because every time I thought of him I'd smile. I
imagined him jumping on aboxcar on a celestial course to the planet he
embraced, appropriately named for the goddess of love. I wondered
why he devoted so much time to me. I reasoned it was because we
were both wearing long coats in July, the brotherhood of La Bokéme.

*

I grew more desperate to find a job and started a second-level search
in boutiques and department stores. I was quick to comprehend I
wasn’t dressed right for this line of work. Even Capezio’s, a store
for classic dance attire, wouldn’t take me, though I had cultivated
a good beatnik ballet look. I canvassed Sixtieth and Lexington and
as a last resort left an application at Alexander’s, knowing I would
never really work there. Then I began to walk downtown, absorbed

in my own condition.
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It was Friday, July 21, and unexpectedly I collided with the sor-
row of an age. John Coltrane, the man who gave us 4 Love Supreme,
had died. Scores of people were gathering across from St. Peter’s
Church to say goodbye. Hours passed. People were sobbing as the
love cry of Albert Ayler spirited the atmosphere. It was if a saint had
died, one who had offered up heéaling music yet was not permitte& to
heal himself. Along with many strangers, I experienced a deep sense
of loss for a man I had not known save through his music. .-

Later I walked down Second Avenue, Frank O’Hara territory.
Pink light washed over rows of boarded buildings. New York light,
the light of the abstract expressionists. I thought Frank would have
loved the color of the fading day. Had he lived, he might have written
an elegy for John Coltrane like he did for Billie Holiday.

I spent the evening checking out the action on St. Mark’s Place.
Long-haired boys scatting around in striped bell-bottoms and used
military jackets flanked with girls wrapped in tie-dye.\There were ﬁy-
ers papering the streets announcing the coming of Paul Butterfield
and Country Joe and the Fish. “White Rabbit” was blaring from the
open doors of the Electric Circus. The air was heavy with unstable
chemicals, mold, and the earthy stench of hashish. The fat of candles
burned, great tears of wax spilling onto the sidewalk.

I can’tsay I fitin, but I felt safe. No one noticed me. I could move
freely. There was a roving community of young people, sleeping in
the parks, in makeshift tents, the new immigrants invading the East
Village. I wasn’t kin to these people, but because of the free-floating
atmosphere, I could roam within it. I had faith. I sensed no danger in
the city, and I never encountered any. I had nothing to offer a thief
and didn’t fear men on the prowl. I wasn’t of interest to anyone,
and that worked in my favor for the first few weeks of July when I
bummed around, free to explore by day, sleeping where I could at
night. T sought door wells, subway cars, even a graveyard. Startled to
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awake beneath the city sky or being shaken by a strange hand. Time
to move along. Time to move along.

When it got really rough, T would go back to Pratt, occasionally
bumping into someone I knew who would let me shower and sleep a
night. Or else I would sleep in the hall near a familiar door. That wasn’t
much fun, but I had my mantra, “I'm free, I'm free.” Although after
several days, my other mantra, “I'm hungry, I'm hungry,” seemed to
be in the forefront. I wasn’t worried, though. I just needed a break and
I wasn’t going to give up. I dragged my plaid suitcase from stoop to
stoop, trying not to wear out my unwelcome.

It was the summer Coltrane died. The summer of “Crystal Ship.”
Flower children raised their empty arms and China exploded the
H-bomb. Jimi Hendrix set his guitar in flames in Monterey. AM radio
played “Ode to Billie Joe.” There were riots in Newark, Milwaukee,
and Detroit. It was the summer of Elvira Madigan, the summer of
love. And in this shifting, inhospitable atmosphere, a chance encoun-
ter changed the course of my life.

It was the summer I met Robert Mapplethorpe.
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