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		Introduction

		I’m standing on the front deck of an old cottage on San Francisco’s Telegraph Hill. The cottage, vine-covered and frail, is nestled within the immense and chaotically lush gardens that tumble down the hill’s steep eastern face. Just to my right is a large cage containing three lime-green parrots with cherry-red heads. On top of the cage, another parrot prowls at liberty. In my left hand, I’m holding a cup filled with sunflower seeds. Clinging to the cup’s rim are two more parrots who are making quick and expert work of the seeds. There are parrots on my right hand, on my shoulders, and on my head.

		In front of me, on the limbs of a tall shrub, are another dozen or so. They watch me with eager eyes as I pass around a handful of seeds. One of them, determined to get my attention, flaps his wings furiously, causing the thin branch he’s perched on to bounce up and down. Five more parrots eat from a small pile of seeds on the deck railing. To my far right, a gang of fifteen crowds around a large, seed-filled dish that sits on the thick growth of ivy climbing over the railing corner. Another ten sit on the power lines above me. In all, I’m surrounded by more than fifty parrots.

		The birds on the lines start up an insistent, staccato squawking that grows louder and more anxious as those below gradually join in. A group of tourists, their faces lit with fascination, stop to stare. The squawking is getting so loud that one of the tourists has to shout his question.

		“Don’t you ever lose any?”

		“They’re not mine,” I shout back, laughing. “They’re wild.”

		“Wild? … Are you serious? Wild parrots in San Francisco?”

		Before I can answer, the screaming hits a tremendous peak, and the entire flock bolts. In the scramble to leave, a few of the birds nearly collide with the startled, ducking tourists. The parrots continue to scream as they fly on stiff, frantic wings through a gap in a row of trees and disappear from view.

		Yes. Wild parrots in San Francisco.
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		A Rolling Stone

		The first time I saw them was on Russian Hill at a housecleaning job. I was on my knees, dusting an end table, when I noticed four brightly colored birds clinging to a small feeder that hung just outside the living room window. At first glance, I didn’t know what I was looking at. Then it dawned on me: They were parrots. The birds must have sensed my excitement, for they immediately fled. I jumped to my feet and ran to the window, but the only trace of them that remained was the swinging feeder.

		A few weeks later, I was astonished to see the same four birds again, this time in a tree that grew just outside the place where I was staying on Telegraph Hill. They were crawling around the tree’s bushy limbs and eating its tiny cones. Completely bewildered, I walked as close to them as they would allow. I’d never known much about birds, so the parrots raised questions that I had no idea how to answer: How had they gotten to San Francisco? Were they someone’s pets? What species were they? How could they stand the cold? The last question puzzled me most. San Francisco’s weather is generally moderate year-round, but I assumed that anything less than a hothouse environment would kill a tropical bird. Maybe they weren’t parrots. I’d always thought of parrots as large birds, but these were only about a foot long, nearly half of which was their tail. They did have the bright colors of a parrot, though—green, with a red head, and red patches on the shoulders of their wings—and like parrots, they had hooked beaks, which were comically large. Their eyes were so expressive that even from a distance the birds struck me as personable and intelligent. There was something goofy about their eyes. It was as if they concealed the punch line to some joke.

		All of a sudden, I saw their good humor vanish. They stopped eating and began scanning the area with eyes that now bulged in alarm. They pulled their feathers in tight against their bodies and their breathing became labored. One of the four uttered a few low squawks, and they all took off in a noisy and sloppy panic. I looked around the garden, but I didn’t see anything that I thought should have frightened them.

		Over the next few weeks, the four parrots continued to pass through my neighborhood. Because they squawked constantly in flight, I always knew when they were coming. The moment I heard them, I dropped whatever I was doing and ran outside to watch. They were different from other birds—so different that it was difficult to think of them as birds at all. They seemed more like monkeys. Sometimes they’d perch on the power lines and, for no apparent reason, scream like lunatics. They also liked to hang upside down. Occasionally I’d see two of them dangling side by side and shrieking hysterically while trying to bite each other in the face.

		I learned later that the parrots were visiting my neighborhood because of the many trees that grew there. I didn’t know trees any better than I did birds, so I asked Helen Arpin, the woman who lived on the floor above me, the name of the tree from which I’d seen them eating. She said it was a juniper. There was another tree that the parrots liked even more, an Asian fruit tree called the loquat. I already knew the loquat. When the parrots weren’t eating its fruit, they often napped in it. Loquat leaves are broad and long, nearly as long as the parrots. The birds’ feathers and the tree’s leaves were similar enough in color that when the birds perched on the inner branches, they were almost perfectly camouflaged. Even when I knew for certain they were in there, they could be difficult to spot. Eventually, they’d pop their bright red heads out of the treetop, and I’d have them in sight again.

		I’d popped my head out of the top of a loquat tree once, and it had gotten me thrown out onto the street.

		Sixteen years earlier, in the spring of 1974, my home was a broken-down VW van parked in San Francisco’s North Beach neighborhood. I was twenty-two years old and leading the life of a dharma bum, a term coined by the poet Gary Snyder that means “a homeless seeker of truth.” I’d met Alan, the van’s owner, the previous spring when I was living in Berkeley. Alan was a hippie jeweler and street vendor, and I was a street musician. He liked my music, and we became acquainted. But my musical career had come to an abrupt end, which is why I was living in his van.

		When I was a young boy, I’d had the usual ambitions—private eye, baseball player, astronaut—but when I turned fourteen I began to recognize that I was different somehow and that I was never going to have a “normal” life. So I switched to what I thought a more appropriate occupation; I decided to become a Great Novelist. I liked writing, but I kept making the same unsettling discovery: Every writer whose work I admired had ended up alcoholic, poverty-stricken, crazy, or suicidal. Since not even one of them had been a healthy and sane human being, I made what I thought was a better career choice: rock-and-roll musician.

		Rock and roll was at its creative peak and looked extremely attractive to me. I thought I could transfer my love for writing from books to songs, but it didn’t work out that way. Although my love for music was genuine, inside I simply didn’t feel like a real musician. My doubts about my sincerity brought on an inner conflict that began to nag at me. I refused to deal honestly with the problem, however, and my refusal paralyzed me. I couldn’t find the will to pick up my guitar. Eventually I reached the point where I either had to make a real move or abandon my goal.

		I was living in Seattle then, and I knew that if I wanted to hit the big time, I’d have to move to another city. I never had any doubts about which city it should be: San Francisco. I felt attracted to its particular flavor of bohemia. I pictured San Francisco as being filled with artists living in funky little houses and studying Zen. Timid about moving there directly, I decided to test the waters across the bay in Berkeley first. But even though I managed to make a living playing music, it did nothing to alleviate my doubts. My psychological stress kept growing until one day I freaked. I had no choice other than to give it up.

		I’d devoted myself so exclusively to this one goal that when it collapsed, I had nothing to fall back on. I couldn’t see anything else I wanted to do. It was an extremely dark period for me. I got so far down that I could barely function. One night I started having vaguely suicidal feelings, and after debating it at length, I decided I should call the Suicide Prevention Center. The man who answered the phone sounded harassed.

		“Jeez, man. You picked a really bad time to call. Could you just hold on until morning and call back then?”

		I paused, said “Sure,” and he hung up.

		Then, as though fortune were looking out for me, my sister, Beth, came to town. She’d decided to move to San Francisco and had stopped in Berkeley to look for me. I told her what had happened, and she offered to put me up until I could pull myself back together.

		In those days, when one’s life was at such an impasse, people often turned to Eastern religions. I’d always believed in inner exploration, but I tended to regard people who’d “gotten religion” as copouts. The only spiritual struggle that mattered to me was that of the artist. Someone had once asked me what my religion was, and I’d told him I was a Taoist. I knew nothing about Taoism, of course. I had a superficial idea of it as being about following your own path without having to endure a bunch of rules and ceremonies. I didn’t even think of it as a religion, really, which to my mind made it a good thing. So it was an easy step for me to take a more serious look at Taoism. It had a good reputation within bohemian circles, and I considered myself first and foremost a bohemian. I started reading the Tao Te Ching, Taoism’s main text. While most of it was incomprehensible to me, some of it made beautiful sense. I liked the down-to-earth aspects of its spirituality. As I read it, I got more and more drawn in. I felt challenged by it, enough so that I started reading other spiritual books: the I Ching, The Analects of Confucius, the Dhammapada, the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and the works of Rumi. I even read the Bible. I also started trying to meditate. At first, sitting was extremely difficult for me. I was so restless that I couldn’t keep still for more than a few minutes at a time. But gradually I got better at it and learned to sit for longer and longer periods.

		Five months after taking me in, Beth decided to move on. It had been a period of intense inner struggle and discipline for me. I was finally dealing seriously with my questions: Who am I? What am I doing? Where am I going? Having started down that path, it felt dangerous to stop. I needed some cubbyhole where I could continue. I’d been a complete recluse while living with Beth, and the only other person I knew in San Francisco was Alan. When I told him about my situation, he offered to let me stay in his van. I jumped at the chance.

		The van was parked on a concrete slab in front of the North Beach apartment building where Alan lived. Unfortunately, one of his neighbors was not at all sympathetic to lost souls struggling to sort out their lives. To Maureen, I wasn’t a dharma bum; I was just a plain old bum. Whenever she went out or came home, she’d see me sitting in the back of the van doing God-knows-what, and it was driving her up the wall. But I didn’t know that.

		I fasted a lot that spring—sometimes for spiritual reasons, sometimes because I didn’t have any money. In order to eat, I’d been slowly selling off my possessions, but I was running out of things that anybody wanted to buy. Free food made me happier than anything else in the world.

		Now, just outside the van grew a loquat tree. The fruit of the loquat is a small, juicy yellow ball. I’d never eaten loquats before, and I thought they were delicious. As the fruit on the lowest limbs ripened, I picked and ate it. Once I’d eaten all the fruit within reach, I started climbing the tree. As the days passed, I climbed higher and higher, until one morning I reached the top. Maureen was washing dishes and happened to glance out her kitchen window at the very moment my head popped into view. My sudden, jack-in-the-box appearance first frightened and then infuriated her. It was the last straw. She ran next door and demanded that Alan kick me out of the van. Alan didn’t want to do it, but he had no choice. That evening he gave me the bad news.

		It was a heavy blow. I’d had no inkling that there was any problem. The books I was studying insist that it’s an error to shirk hardship, no matter how severe the hardship might be. You have to put your trust in the intelligence and benevolence of the Path, which is the course your life takes if you allow events to unfold naturally. If I was to be something more than a dilettante, I had to apply what I was studying to my life. But that seemed to mean heading out onto the streets, and I didn’t want to go. Having no idea what else to do, I simply continued living in the van, hoping that a solution might appear before the ax fell.

		It didn’t take Maureen long to figure out that I was stalling. One morning she dragged Alan down to the van and demanded that he make me leave. Wanting to delay the inevitable for as long as possible, I asked her if I could consult the I Ching first. She threw up her hands at my idiocy, but allowed me this last request.

		“Okay. But then you have to go.”

		I pulled out my three Chinese coins and threw them into the air six times, writing down the number indicated by each toss. I looked in the index to see which hexagram I’d received, turned to the page in the book, and began reading slowly and carefully. Alan and Maureen stood at the sliding side door and watched me in silence. I felt like a zoo animal. After a few minutes had passed without a move on my part, Maureen grew impatient.

		“Well? What does it say?”

		I’d received the thirty-third hexagram, “Retreat,” with special emphasis on the first line.

		
			AT THE TAIL IN RETREAT. THIS IS DANGEROUS. ONE MUST NOT WISH TO UNDERTAKE ANYTHING.
In a retreat it is advantageous to be at the front. Here one is at the back, in immediate contact with the pursuing enemy. This is dangerous, and under such circumstances it is not advisable to undertake anything. Keeping still is the easiest way of escaping the threatening danger.

		

		I had no idea what to tell her. It seemed impossibly rude to read it out loud. So I summed up the oracle’s counsel in what I thought to be a diplomatic manner.

		“It says that for the time being I should do nothing.”

		Maureen tilted her head curiously to one side, trying to make sense out of my words. Suddenly, her face flushed and she began shouting angrily at Alan.

		“Do nothing? What does he mean, do nothing? Is he leaving? Is he leaving? You have to make him leave! Now!”

		I didn’t want to cause Alan any more trouble. I gathered together my few remaining possessions and, avoiding their eyes, climbed out of the van and headed silently toward the street.

		It was a beautiful spring day—fresh, clear, and warm—but I was only dimly aware of it. All my attention was focused on trying to keep the lid on my growing panic. I felt that I should stop somewhere and try to calm down. Two blocks down the street was Washington Square, a big, tree-lined lawn. I threw my backpack and sleeping bag to the ground and sat down. The square was dotted with small groups of neighborhood people sunning themselves, chatting, and throwing Frisbees. I wanted to walk up to somebody and ask for help, but I didn’t know what to say. Relaxing on the grass wasn’t doing me any good. On the contrary, my anxiety had only grown. Then I noticed a man rooting through a trash can for something to eat. Was that where I was heading? The thought drove me right back onto my feet. I grabbed my gear and set out on a restless circling of the neighborhood, looking for a door to safety.

		After a couple of hours of aimless walking, the hunger in my belly began to distract me. I had to figure out what to do. I couldn’t steal, and panhandling was out of the question. I’d tried it once in Berkeley, just as an experiment, and the first person I approached had spit in my face. I could have called my parents, and they would have helped, but I needed to find my own way. While thinking over my dilemma, I spotted a nickel laying at the base of a parking meter. I took the coin as a cue and started hunting for more. After an hour of trolling the gutters, I’d gathered enough change to buy a roll from a nearby bakery.

		Having pacified my belly, my thoughts turned to the question of where I was going to sleep. It had to be a place in which I’d be completely hidden. I wasn’t worried about getting beaten up; I felt more threatened by the humiliation of someone finding me asleep in an alley. The only patches of shrubbery I’d seen so far were in Washington Square, and they weren’t thick enough to conceal me. I roamed the neighborhood for several more hours, but nothing looked suitable. By late afternoon, my hips and legs ached from fatigue.

		The odd thing is that only a year earlier, if someone had told me that I’d be penniless and living on the streets of North Beach, I would have found it reassuring. Back then, I had an idealistic—you might say romantic—view of life on the street, which was tied to an idea I had about consciousness. Since I was a young boy, I’d been fascinated that I could see and hear and have thoughts. I believed that there were levels to the mind higher than what I experienced in my day-to-day life, and I’d developed an elaborate theory about how one attained those higher levels.

		There seemed to be an archetypal story: As a youth, the artist inevitably reached a crisis point. When that happened, the correct, time-honored thing to do was to hit the road. It could be the highway or the street; it didn’t matter. The important thing was that he abandon all his old comforts and means of support. He had to descend to the bottom, where he was forced to come face-to-face with his fears. At that point, utterly alone and reduced to his essence, he met his muse, a beautiful woman whom he loved and who loved him. He then had a life-altering experience that kicked open the door to the mind’s most magical levels.

		I found corroborating evidence in works like Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, Bob Dylan’s “Like A Rolling Stone,” Walt Whitman’s “Song of the Open Road,” and Henry Miller’s account of his life on the streets of Paris. When I discovered the Van Morrison album Astral Weeks, all the loose ends came together for me. Most of the songs take place on the backstreets of Belfast, Northern Ireland, and they depict romantic love as something profoundly mystical. Then I came upon the poet Arthur Rimbaud, who was probably the source of this idea of squalor as the path to becoming a visionary. He’d certainly gone farther than anyone else in trying to live it out. So I was convinced that there was a more-or-less secret fraternity of enlightened bohemian artists. I wanted to be one—I believed it was the highest thing you could be—but I had strong doubts as to whether I would ever find the courage to take the risks. Reading about the disastrous course that Rimbaud’s life took made me think twice; still, not to try was to be for all my life a failure. So I’d kept inching my way toward the street.

		When I started meditating and reading Eastern philosophy, I saw that what I’d been trying to suss out had nothing at all to do with art. It was, in fact, a skewed version of the homeless monk’s quest for enlightenment—Gary Snyder’s dharma bum. But the dharma bum doesn’t seek the bottom; he’s a mountain climber. The gutter as the source of enlightenment had been an invention of the artists. One reason I’d encountered the idea of homelessness as leading to wisdom was that the artists I loved had been interested in Eastern philosophies. But the homeless seeker is a universal archetype, not specifically Eastern, so traces of the character appear naturally in the work of anyone looking for a deeper awareness. That I was able to recognize any of this was no consolation, though. It had all been a big misunderstanding! I didn’t want to be a dharma bum. I wanted to have a girlfriend and to be happy.

		North Beach sits on the lower part of Telegraph Hill’s west slope, and before night fell, I found a suitable place to sleep in shrubbery on the hill’s summit. The next morning, I crawled out of my sleeping bag, dusted myself off, and made my way back down to the streets. Although I’d been living in North Beach for seven months, I’d been a hermit the entire time, so I didn’t know the neighborhood very well. When I was growing up, it had been a legendary place—the home of the Beats, the Greenwich Village of the West Coast. Many of the heroes of my youth—Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso, Lenny Bruce—had walked or still did walk its streets. City Lights Bookstore, one of bohemia’s holiest places, is in North Beach. When I was growing up, the hippies were happening, but I got into the Beats, too. Culturally, I fell somewhere in between the two. I felt the Beats were too down sometimes, while the hippies were too light and airy. But those were the extreme ends. At the center, I saw them as essentially one movement.

		I started my day once again by looking for coins in the gutter along Grant Avenue. Grant is a narrow street lined on both sides with three-story Edwardians. The top two floors contained the apartments and cheap residential hotels where the locals lived, while the ground floors had small shops, bars, restaurants, and cafés. North Beach is where San Francisco comes to party, and the evening before, as happened almost every evening, there had been crowds of people eating and drinking and dropping the change that I was now scrounging for. As soon as I’d gathered the twenty-five cents I needed to buy a roll, I hustled over to the Italian bakery. Curiously, the woman who took my order began walking up and down behind the counter, stopping at the different bins and filling a large bag with breads and pastries. She had a strong Italian accent, so I assumed she’d misunderstood me. When she returned, I gave her the twenty-five cents. She handed me the bag and then moved on to her next customer. I was flabbergasted. I hurried out of the bakery, afraid that she’d made a mistake and would realize it before I made it out the door.

		I went straight to Washington Square, sat down on the grass, and examined the bag’s contents. I couldn’t believe what she’d given me. It wasn’t even day-old bread; it was fresh stuff. It had been awhile since I’d been able to eat my fill, so I gorged myself. Then, for the first time since getting kicked out of the van, I allowed myself to relax a little.

		The bag of bread lasted me an entire day, but the next morning I had to figure out again how I was going to eat. It had worked two days in a row, so I started hunting for change. I hit pay dirt—a quarter—and returned to the bakery. A different woman served me this time—another Italian—and again I asked for a roll. To my astonishment, she went through the same routine as the woman of the day before: looking through the different bins and filling up a large bag with breads and pastries. There were five middle-aged Italian women who worked in that bakery. Over the next few weeks, I discovered that all but one of them were good for that bag. The nicest one was Maria. She was dignified and gracious in an Old World sort of way. She had a big heart, and she always smiled when she dealt with me. The bakery women had one unspoken rule: I couldn’t just come in and ask for the bag. I had to buy at least one thing. During my first weeks on the street, I depended on them for my survival. If they were aware of it, they never let it show. They always treated me the same way they treated their other customers.

		The kind treatment I received at the bakery was a surprise because one of the very first things I learned on the street was that I’d become invisible. People looked past me as though I didn’t exist. But if I ever wanted a little attention, all I had to do was enter a place of business. Some places were more tolerant than others. Cafés that were busy, noisy, and only had counter service provided the most anonymity, and I started spending part of my day in them. Besides needing a break from the wind and sun, there was always the possibility that I might get lucky with a meal. I got tossed out of one place for not spending any money. One of the other cafés, though, was a godsend. Like most North Beach coffeehouses, Caffe Malvina was owned by an Italian, a Sicilian immigrant named Franco Bruno. Franco was a quiet man, and one of the kindest people in the neighborhood. Occasionally customers would leave behind partially uneaten meals, and, if people at nearby tables were sufficiently distracted by their newspapers or their conversation, I’d pick the food off the abandoned plates. Franco knew what I was doing, but he never said anything to me. Every now and then, he’d need someone to run an errand, so he’d ask if I’d like to earn a meal. I saw him help others, too. He never made a big deal out of it. Years after Franco died, his son told me that Franco was from a middle-class family that had fallen on hard times during World War II. After the war was over, he’d come to America, worked hard, and lifted himself up by his bootstraps. But he wasn’t contemptuous of those who hadn’t done that. He had enough wisdom to recognize that poverty was simply a fact of life, not something inherently shameful.

		The people who gave me the most trouble were my fellow, nativeborn Americans. All my life I’d been treated as just another white, middle-class, regular guy; so it was a matter of disbelief for me that I was now generally despised as one of the hated homeless. Even a lot of the supposedly hip people looked down on me. Some folks went out of their way to be rude. One hot day I was uncomfortably thirsty, so I pumped up my courage and entered a bar. I asked the bar owner—a distinguished-looking, white-haired gentleman—if I could have a glass of water. He tilted his head back and looked down at me through his bifocals.

		“You got some ID?”

		He seemed serious, so I dug my passport out of my backpack and handed it to him. He examined it skeptically and then handed it back.

		“We don’t serve water here,” he said. Then he turned and walked away.

		The longer I was on the street, the more important it became to conserve my energy. It was tiring walking all the way up Telegraph Hill every night. Right next to Caffe Malvina was a narrow alley, Cadell Place, and I was spending so much of my day in the café that the alley was beginning to look inviting as a place to sleep. With the passage of time, I no longer felt quite so strongly the stigma of being homeless. I had to sleep somewhere, so it might as well be in the alley. I slept in Cadell Place for a couple of weeks without any problem, until one morning I was awakened by a persistent rapping on my feet. I stuck my head out of my sleeping bag and discovered two cops looming over me. One of them was hitting my feet with a baton. He gave me an exaggerated smile and started talking in a mock cheerful voice.

		“Good morning! How ya doin’, pal?”

		He paused, giving me a chance to clear the fog out of my brain and understand what was happening.

		“Guess what. I got news for you. You’re not gonna be sleepin’ in this alley anymore.”

		He paused again to study the effect of his words. I just lay there frozen and stared at him blankly. His voice then turned mildly threatening. “If I find you here again, you’re going to jail.” With that, he and his partner turned and left.

		I jumped out of my bag and quickly started pulling my gear together. I’d barely stepped out of the alley when some hippie-looking guy stopped me.

		“Hey, man. You oughta go to the roof of the Tower Hotel. That’s where everybody else is sleepin’.”

		“Where’s the Tower Hotel?”

		He pointed to the corner. “Turn left on Grant. It’s halfway up the block.” He gave me instructions on where to go once inside the building and assured me that I wouldn’t have any problem. Then he continued on his way.

		I’d walked past the Tower Hotel’s entrance many times, but it was so anonymous that I’d never noticed it. The door was locked, so I hung around and waited for someone to exit the building. A few minutes later, the door swung open. It was a guy my own age. We both looked pretty much the same—shoulder-length hair, beard, and blue jeans—the only differences being that I was slightly dirty and carrying everything I owned. That I was “street” didn’t faze him. He held the door open for me, and I started up the stairs. I tried to move with absolute silence, but stealth was pointless: At the top of the staircase I had to walk by a small group of tenants who were talking in the hallway. As I passed them, they gave me quick, indifferent nods and went on with their conversation. I continued to the end of the hall and went up a back staircase that climbed in darkness to a small rooftop hut. There, I opened a banged-up metal door and stepped back out into the morning light. At the far end of the roof stood a group of men laughing and passing around a bottle of wine. They greeted me, and then, like the folks in the hall, resumed their conversation, leaving me to wander around the rooftop.

		While exploring the roof, I had a brainstorm. There was a big pile of old carpets up there and a fifteen-foot-long rope that stretched from the staircase hut at one end to a vent pipe at the other. The carpets were large and heavy, but the rope was thick and taut. I spread out one carpet beneath the length of rope and threw another over it. Then I weighted down the upper carpet’s corners with pieces of junk that I found laying around the roof. Less than an hour after my arrival, I had a tent. My rooftop neighbors came over to check out the new place. They all thought it was very cool and funny. Word of my tent quickly spread through the hotel, and it wasn’t long before I received a visit from the hotel manager. I was worried I was going to lose my new place, but she just wanted to see what I’d made. She came inside, and we had a friendly chat. April was a veteran of the road herself, and she understood how badly I needed that tent. Without actually saying so, she made it clear that I was welcome to stay.

		My arrival on the roof of the Tower Hotel marked the end of the three months that I was literally on the street. But for the next fourteen years I was always just one step away from returning to it. I was committed to a spiritual journey, which, as I understood it, precluded me from taking regular work. And regardless of any philosophical principle, employers want an address and a phone number, and I didn’t have either one. I still had to eat, though, and since odd jobs allowed me the most freedom, I accepted them whenever they came my way. It started with running errands. As I made friends around the neighborhood, some had me substitute for them at their jobs. I filled in for dishwashers, café countermen, and bar swampers. There were a lot of single mothers in North Beach, and I baby-sat for some of them. Occasionally I’d paint a room. I cleaned apartments, too. I spent several years teaching myself Italian, eventually becoming fluent enough that I was able to tutor. None of my jobs paid well—in a good year, I’d make, at most, $2,000—but they kept me fed. Since I didn’t make enough to pay rent, I lived in a series of nooks and crannies. I slept in a stairwell, a basement, a rooftop laundry hut, a storeroom. Occasionally, I got to house-sit. A girlfriend put me up. Every spring I’d tell myself that this had to be the year that I’d find my real work. If I’d known beforehand how long I was going to be living that way, I don’t know that I could have endured it. I was lucky to have friends who accepted my way of life without question.

		My biggest regret about that time isn’t that I was so poor, but that I stopped meditating. Once ensconced in my rooftop tent, I found that all my momentum had dissipated. I didn’t really understand everything that I’d been through at my sister’s and in the van. I had thousands of pieces to a big puzzle, and they were all in a jumble. At the time, the only thing I could see to do was to start sorting them out intellectually. So instead of meditating, I went back to thinking on the run. But it was decidedly inferior to what I’d been doing.

		I wasn’t alone in having lost my momentum. The spirit was fading from the remaining bohemian pockets of North Beach. And it wasn’t just North Beach; the counterculture was dying everywhere. There are people who rejoice at that, but I considered it a sad thing. For all of its faults, the counterculture had been a community of people struggling to find an approach to life that was based on something other than materialism. A lot of those same people were now withdrawing to their apartments and losing themselves in their television sets. A new generation was moving into North Beach, which went from hippies to yuppies. Few people in the new crew had much awareness of the neighborhood’s past. North Beach was close to the financial district, it looked cool, and that was all that mattered to them. Because they had money, rents soared. Even a funky little residential hotel room got beyond the reach of a lot of the longtime neighborhood people. Over the next few years, most of my old friends—my support system—were forced out of San Francisco. I had to wonder how much longer I could continue living there.

		One spring, just as I was about to lose the storeroom I was sleeping in, my life took a completely unexpected turn. A friend told me about an ad she’d seen. An elderly woman, Maxine Parish, was looking for someone to clean her house, run errands, and drive for her. In exchange, she was offering a studio apartment next door to her home. We met, and Maxine liked me, so I got the position. The studio was a huge improvement over where I’d been living. It had a toilet, a shower, and electricity. But the best part of the deal was its location in the gardens on Telegraph Hill’s east side.

		Telegraph Hill rises out of the northeast corner of the peninsula on which the city is built. It’s the corner that represents San Francisco to the rest of the world. The base of the hill’s southern flank is only two blocks from the first of the downtown high-rises. At the hill’s south west corner is Chinatown; along its west slope, North Beach. On the north side lies the tourist sprawl of Fisherman’s Wharf; on the east side, the old piers of the port.

		When Europeans first arrived, Telegraph Hill was largely barren. The soil was rocky and sandy, and the only things that grew in it naturally were grasses, wildflowers, and scrub. The hill was originally larger and more gently contoured than it is today. When the gold rush of 1849 got under way, San Francisco became an important port, and because ships bringing supplies had little cargo for the return trip, rock was cut from the hill’s east face to provide ballast for their departure. The hill received its name in 1850 when a semaphore, a tall pole with two arms attached to the top, was placed on the hill’s summit. A lookout would adjust the position of the semaphore arms, relaying to the townspeople below that a ship was arriving and what type it was.

		In the 1850s, San Francisco’s population exploded. The hillside above the piers was soon covered by a patchwork of immigrant, working-class neighborhoods. There were a few nice cottages for ship captains and the like, but most of the homes were cheaply built shacks and shanties occupied by the longshoremen, stevedores, fishermen, riggers, and warehousemen who worked the waterfront docks. Few of the buildings lasted long. Some were too flimsy, while others fell down the cliffs after being undermined by the quarry operations below. The quarrying continued until 1914, well after the need for ship ballast had passed. All the blasting and digging left most of the hill’s east side too steep for roads, and except for one street, Montgomery, the only way of moving around the area was along a network of wooden staircases and dirt paths. It was little more than a slum. There was trash everywhere, and sewage flowed through open ditches. Hill residents kept pigs, chickens, and goats. There were even gangs.

		In the 1920s, the cheap rents and magnificent views of San Francisco Bay attracted the city’s bohemian artists. Then, in the 1930s, as has happened time after time, the artists’ presence made the place attractive to people of means. Streets were paved, the old cottages were renovated, new apartment buildings went up, and many of the artists got priced out. In 1933, the hill was crowned with one of San Francisco’s best-known landmarks: Coit Tower. It’s the most beautiful use of concrete I’ve ever seen, with twenty-four vertical rows of fluting and a series of arches cut into its top at the observation deck. It reminds me of a Greek column, but with softer aspects that make it seem as though it came out of a Maxfield Parrish painting. It has a serene, semiclassical air that lends the hill a sense of timelessness.

		The tower is 180 feet tall, and to make sure that it would always rise well above the surrounding trees, it was set on a 32-foot base. The city also passed an ordinance that protected the tower from ever having any tall structures built near it, so that today the buildings on Telegraph Hill retain a more human scale than those in other parts of the city.

		The most wonderful aspect of the hill’s east side is its immense gardens. Two long staircases, a block apart, climb the hill from bottom to top. The lots on either side of each staircase have been planted so that today there exist two wide corridors of garden stretching up the hill. My new home was on the more northerly of the two staircases. Technically, the staircase is Greenwich Street, but for the length of its 387-step, two-block-long ascent, Greenwich is only five feet wide and open only to foot traffic. Locals call it the Greenwich Steps. The staircase is bisected by Montgomery, and I was moving into Greenwich’s lower block, which still had many of the old shacks and cottages. The combination of old homes and massive gardens gave the neighborhood a magical quality that matched the image I’d had of San Francisco when I was living in Seattle. It was easy to imagine that behind each door lived a writer, a painter, or a Buddhist.

		The studio was a single room jerry-rigged into the lower half of what my neighbors usually called a cottage but was, in reality, a two-story shack. No one knows when it was built, but it begins to appear on maps as early as 1886. The cottage was built on a slope in such a way that two vertical support beams were needed to hold up its northeast corner. This created an open space beneath the cottage that was twenty feet long and twenty feet wide. At some point before 1910, this lower area was floored and walled off. The room had been uninhabited for several years, and the first time I opened its door, I was hit with a strong smell of mold. There was no insulation, and I could feel moist earth behind the walls. The carpet was imbedded with mildew, and the closet was so damp that it was unusable. The bathroom walls were covered with sheets of mold. There were cobwebs everywhere. The building had no real foundation, so the walls were lined with cracks. The circuit breakers blew and the plumbing backed up. Most people would have considered it unlivable, but I thought it was paradise. After years of living at the extreme margins, I finally had a secure place.

		Above me, on the main floor of the cottage, lived Helen Arpin. Having lived in the cottage for nearly thirty years, Helen was one of the hill’s old-timers. When I moved in, Maxine warned me that her tenant was crusty and somewhat argumentative. In Helen’s view, people were either right-wing Republicans like herself or socialists. Once she was escorting around North Beach some out-of-town friends who decided they wanted to visit the famous City Lights Bookstore. She took them there, but refused to set foot inside “that communist bookstore.” Politically, Maxine was somewhere to the left, figured that I was, too, and she asked me to avoid getting into political conversations with Helen. I did, and she turned out to be a good neighbor.

		In spite of her age—she was almost ninety—Maxine disliked depending on others, and she made few demands on me. Most of the time I was free to do whatever I liked. Shortly after I moved in, someone gave me a bicycle. I was tired of San Francisco—I hadn’t been outside the city limits in years—so I was thrilled to have the means of getting away. I became a cycling fanatic, eventually building my strength to the point that I was taking daylong rides of eighty and a hundred miles. The studio had a small front deck, and my favorite way to recover from a long ride was to sit outside and watch the garden’s birds and butterflies. I especially liked the hummingbirds. They were fearless. Sometimes one would hover right in front of my face. The main attraction for me, though, was the parrots.

		I saw the first group of four parrots in 1990, two years after I moved in. In October of the same year, their numbers increased to around a dozen. I didn’t know what to make of it. As the population grew, so did their racket. They were extraordinarily feisty, and fought with each other almost constantly. Most of it looked playful, but there were occasions when it seemed to take a more serious turn. They’d go at each other on the power lines, breast to breast, flapping their wings to maintain balance while jousting with their beaks and screaming maniacally. They were expert climbers. Using their beaks as a third hand, they could shinny up tree limbs with impressive speed. I used to watch them climb one tree, whose berries grew right at the tips of thin, erect limbs. As the parrots neared their goal, their weight bent the limbs completely over, and they ate the berries while hanging upside down.

		Just before Christmas that year, an unusual cold spell hit the Bay Area. It rarely freezes in San Francisco, but one night the temperature fell to twenty-eight degrees. As it grew colder, I started worrying about the parrots. I’d been impressed by their tenacity, but it seemed to me that an actual freeze would surely be their doom. The flock usually flew in from the south around dawn. I got out of bed just before the sun rose and went out onto my deck to wait and watch. The sky was absolutely clear, and there were small patches of ice everywhere. I’d never seen ice in San Francisco. I was briskly pacing back and forth, hugging myself to keep warm, when the sun peaked out over the East Bay Hills. At that very moment, I heard the flock’s intense screams break through the still, cold air. The sound rang out more militantly than usual, as though they were proclaiming a glorious victory and chastising all doubters.

	
		[image: ]

		Mansion on the Hill

		I worked for Maxine for four years. During the last two, she began having serious memory lapses. She lived alone, so her friends worried about her. A cousin tried to persuade Maxine to accept a live-in caretaker, but she refused. Because I was a man and not a family member, there were limits to the kind of help I could provide. And even when I could help, she often insisted on doing things herself. One afternoon, a week before Christmas, she walked down to North Beach to buy some liver for her cat. On her way back up the hill, she made a wrong turn and wandered into an unfamiliar neighborhood. A little later, a passerby found her lying in a driveway with a broken shoulder.

		The day after her fall, Maxine’s cousin Edna flew up from Shreveport, Louisiana, to take charge of Maxine’s affairs. The two cousins already had an agreement in place that should it ever become necessary, Edna would act as Maxine’s legal guardian. The doctor told Edna that Maxine was probably suffering from Alzheimer’s, and that she shouldn’t be living alone. Edna couldn’t take her cousin to Shreveport, so, having no other alternative, she put Maxine in a San Francisco nursing home. Edna needed someone to live in the big house behind my studio while she consulted a lawyer about the estate, and asked if I was willing to do it. I wouldn’t be staying there long, she warned me, just for the few months it would take to resolve some legal issues so the house could be sold. To add to my new level of comfort, Edna gave me the keys to Maxine’s car. She even left a credit card for gas. Everybody kept telling me how lucky I was when, in fact, I hadn’t been more miserable in years.

		I was feeling stagnant in every area of my life. Shortly after moving into the house I’d started reading Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, by the Japanese Zen master Shunryu Suzuki-roshi. I liked the book, but I couldn’t make much sense out of it. It frustrated me that after twenty years I still had such large holes in my understanding. I would never have real control over the course my life took until my understanding was good, but my practice was nonexistent, and Suzuki-roshi was continually making the point that understanding comes only with practice. I heard him, and I agreed, but I couldn’t overcome my feeling of inertia. Edna was concerned about my apparent lack of direction, and kept phoning to ask what my plans were. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I didn’t want Edna worrying about me. I told her I had several plans I was working on, that it was just a matter of deciding which one was best. Her calls kept reminding me that I’d soon be losing the security of the estate, and I felt so squeezed by the uncertainties of my situation that I finally threw myself into another urgent round of self-examination. I started meditating again.

		I felt that I needed to make some decisions immediately. What did I really need? In a few days, I settled on a list of three things that I believed I couldn’t do without. First, I needed a mate. I was forty-two years old, and that I still hadn’t found the woman with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life was beginning to haunt me. But how could I be with another if I couldn’t even support myself? So my second wish was easy and long-standing: the means to support myself—work that I loved.

		Although my first two wishes are common to most people, my third was a bit less so. By birth, I was urban—but just barely. I’d grown up in western Washington State, on the border between suburbia and farmland. My favorite childhood memories are of my family’s camping trips, especially those we took to a cabin that my grandmother owned in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest. It’s a wilderness area in the Cascade Range, thick with Douglas fir and home to cougars, bears, and deer. The air was thinner, and the place had a purity and superreality that I loved. My musical ambitions had pulled me away from nature and into cities. I’d been living in San Francisco for twenty years now, and I didn’t see what more I could possibly get out of it. I was fed up with cities. I wanted mountains, rivers, and trees again. I wanted to experience wild nature.

		I had no clear path to any of my goals, but I believed that inner struggle in and of itself would bring me what I wanted. Besides meditating, I got into a big self-improvement program. I quit drinking coffee and alcohol and became a strict vegetarian. I started studying yoga from a book. I eliminated all diversions: television, magazines, music—anything I did simply to kill time. There was one change that was more difficult than the others. I had a few friends left in North Beach from whom I distanced myself. It wasn’t that I disliked them—they’d been good to me—but in order to survive on the street, I’d had to be obliging. Always careful not to say anything that might offend anyone, I’d ended up with a different personality for almost everybody I knew. But I wanted to make a strong stand in my life, and to do that I had to be who I really was. So I cut off everyone with whom I’d developed a character that was false. And because affability had become such an ingrained characteristic, I had a hard time being myself with women who interested me; so I made a vow not to cut my hair until I found my mate. I figured that whatever way my hair grew, it was an aspect of who I really was, and the woman who loved me wouldn’t care whether it was long or short.

		Months passed, and there wasn’t a single development toward any of the things I wanted. I responded by increasing the time I spent meditating. I was very disciplined and utterly humorless. More weeks went by and still nothing changed. I started feeling frustrated, and then angry. Except for going out to do an occasional odd job, I was always alone inside the house. I started breaking down into tears almost every day—huge, hot drops like I’d never felt before.

		I couldn’t spend every hour of every day wrestling with my problems. Occasionally, I had to get away from them. One of the pleasures that the house offered me was a new perspective on the parrot flock. The house was above and just behind my old studio, at a point where the hillside begins a steep drop down toward the Greenwich Steps. I felt like I was living on a high precipice. Sitting at the dining room’s north-facing windows, I was slightly above and about thirty feet away from where the parrots perched on the power lines along Greenwich. I could see now that nearly all of them were in pairs. The flock population had increased to around twenty, and their excitability had grown with their numbers. Sometimes they’d start up an intense bout of screaming that would go on and on until they left the garden.

		Another pastime was browsing the bookshelves. The house was filled with hundreds of books. One day I came upon a book that gave me a start. It was Roger Tory Peterson’s Field Guide to Western Birds, the first hardbound book I ever owned. My grandmother had given me a copy when I was eight years old. This was the same edition, too, with the same greenish-blue cover and dark blue drawing of a swallow. It was an eerie feeling to hold that book in my hand again. Long ago I’d gotten into it enough to choose a favorite—the cedar waxwing—and then I put it away. It stayed on my shelf for years, though. Occasionally, in an idle moment, I’d lie on my bed and leaf through it. The text was a series of lists, information on size, markings, voice, range, and the like—uninteresting reading for a young boy. Mostly, I looked at the drawings.

		Seeing the book reminded me of a time ten years earlier, when I’d first started wishing I could leave San Francisco and move to the country. At the same time, I’d been trying to develop an interest in poetry. My two interests led me to Gary Snyder. He was one of the main Beat poets as well as an important figure within the hippie counterculture. He’d had a lot to do with the Western interest in Zen Buddhism, having gone so far as to study in a monastery in Japan. After he returned to the United States, he moved to California’s Sierra Nevada foothills, where he became one of the leading voices in the environmental movement. Over the years, I’d become disillusioned with most of the lead figures of the counterculture. But I’d attended several of Snyder’s public readings in San Francisco and left each one feeling respect for him. Unlike a lot of alternative culture types, he was a mature man, an adult.

		I took my reading of Gary Snyder very seriously. I tried to understand each idea, agreeing with this one, disagreeing with that one, carefully considering the others. In Turtle Island, he points out that human beings have always known the intimate details of any landscape they’ve inhabited—the animals, the flowers, the trees. But Americans arrived as invaders and rushed across the continent without ever really settling in. Snyder was saying that we needed to slow down and get to know the land. The more I read him, the more zealous I became about leaving San Francisco.

		One day, while reading The Real Work, a collection of interviews with Snyder, I came upon this statement: “The city is just as natural as the country, let’s not forget it. There’s nothing in the universe that’s not natural by definition. One of the poems I like best in Turtle
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