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About the Book

Best known as the singer of the pop hit ‘Walk on the Wild Side’, Lou Reed was in fact one of the most intelligent and innovative songwriters of his era − a sardonic, world-weary chronicler of underground culture and the dark side of human nature.

Starting with the Velvet Underground in the 1960s, Reed combined poetry with rock ’n’ roll to create almost fifty years of powerful and challenging music that influenced generations of artists. In this authoritative new book, biographer Howard Sounes shows how Reed’s seminal work with the Velvets shaped his whole career.

Sounes reveals a complicated man, and an erratic recording artist, who was frequently quarrelsome and could be downright nasty. He was a bisexual who married three times, an alcoholic and a drug user who portrayed himself as a tough guy, but struggled with mental health issues in private. He was also an astute and sensitive songwriter whose subject matter ranged from drugs and transgressive sex to such tender love ballads as ‘Perfect Day’ and ‘Pale Blue Eyes’.

Through meticulous research, including interviews with over 140 people who played a part in Reed’s life, many speaking in public for the first time, Notes from the Velvet Underground is a vivid portrait of a talented but tortured artist.
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Notes from the Velvet Underground

The Life of Lou Reed

Howard Sounes


I

Coney Island Baby

1942–59

LISTEN. LOU REED has fallen silent. That black-clad curmudgeon, the rock ’n’ roll poet they called the King of New York, co-founder of the Velvet Underground band, master of the wry, observational lyric, author of ‘Walk on the Wild Side’, ‘Heroin’ and ‘Sweet Jane’, among hundreds of extraordinary and some quite ordinary songs, is dead. Lou lived so fast, he drank so much and he took so many drugs that few expected him to live to seventy-one. But now he has sung his last song. What was he really like?

One quick story serves as a paradigm. In the autumn of 1963, when Lou was twenty-one, he drove to St Lawrence University in upstate New York with his college band to perform at a fraternity weekend. The terms of the engagement were that LA and the Eldorados would play at a student dance on Friday night, then for an hour on a pleasure boat on the St Lawrence River on Saturday afternoon, before performing at a fraternity party in the evening. ‘I’m not playing on the boat,’ Lou announced when they arrived, having decided that this was beneath his dignity. The others looked at their band mate in exasperation. Lou was a slim young man of 140lbs, five foot ten, with simian features, short, stubby fingers, bushy brown hair and clever brown eyes. The left eye was lazy, giving him a sly appearance. He spoke in a whiny, camp voice and gave the general impression of being trouble. ‘He was just a prick,’ says band mate Richard Mishkin, using a word that many friends chose to describe Lou over the years. Yet he was the heart and soul of LA and the Eldorados, their lead singer and guitarist, and they couldn’t go on without him.

‘You don’t have a choice,’ Richard told him. ‘You are going to play on the boat and be happy … They are paying us a lot of money, and you have to do it.’

That was not the way to speak to Lou, ever. ‘Mishkin, fuck you!’ he retorted, thrusting his right hand through a glass door. Lou laughed as he looked at the injury he had done to himself, blood streaming down his arm as he held his hand up.

‘Because he doesn’t have to play now,’ explains Richard, who took Lou to hospital for stitches. ‘He’s won!’

As he would show time and again during his long career, Lou would rather harm himself than be coerced into doing anything he didn’t believe in. Such integrity is a mark of a true artist. It also helps explain why Lou never achieved as much success as he craved, or deserved.

This talented, difficult man was born Lewis Alan Reed at Beth-El Hospital in Brooklyn, New York, on Monday, 2 March 1942. A story later emerged that his real name was Louis Firbank, and this name is still cited in books and articles; it is completely erroneous. Some friends called him by his given name of Lewis, which he didn’t object to, though he disliked his middle name, but to most people he would always be Lou. ‘Lewis was his name, [but] it wasn’t him,’ says his brother-in-law, Harold Weiner. ‘He was Lou.’

The temperature fell below freezing the night Lou was born, bringing snow to the five boroughs of New York City, of which Brooklyn is the second largest and most populous: eighty-one square miles of tightly packed houses, tenements, shops and factories, bisected by pot-holed highways, tram lines and rust-brown elevated train tracks; the teeming borough separated from its more glamorous neighbour, Manhattan, by the East River, spanned by the majestic Brooklyn Bridge. It was wartime and the newspapers were full of stories of America’s struggle with ‘the Japs’, as well as the wider world war against the Hitler Axis. The mood at home was patriotic but jittery, with fears of attacks on the mainland. The day after Lou was born, to everyone’s dismay, the Brooklyn Eagle reported the sinking of a US destroyer by a German U-boat off the coast of New Jersey. The paper also warned its readers that the lights would shine as usual at Brooklyn’s fun fair, Coney Island, that summer, ‘but at the sound of an alert signal the entire amusement area will be blacked out’. In a time that has passed into history, men and women hurrying home from work in the snow were formally dressed, nearly everybody wore a hat and an overcoat and most adults smoked cigarettes. New releases at the cinema included Woman of the Year, with Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn; while Eddie Cantor promised to ‘keep you laughing’ in black face in a Broadway show called Banjo Eyes, a production that would now be considered outrageously racist. Lou was capable of casual racism himself in later life.

There was a substantial African-American community in Brooklyn, part of the borough’s heterogeneous mix of races and creeds, enlarged and diversified by waves of immigrants. Lou’s family was part of that classic American story. His father, Sidney Joseph Rabinowitz, was born in New York in 1913, the son of Russian Jews who had emigrated to America to escape persecution. Sid’s father, Mendel, was a printer who went bankrupt during the Depression, so Sid had known hard times. At the outbreak of the Second World War, the family was living in a tenement in Borough Park.

‘I know what it is like to be on the outside. I know what it’s like to have an unhappy childhood,’ Lou said in 1992, going to the root of his formative experiences. His principal problem was with his father. Lou’s sister concedes that Dad had his faults. Sid was ‘controlling and rigid’ and, like his son, ‘[he] could be a verbal bully.’ At the end of his life Lou told his friend the artist Julian Schnabel a story about how he had once reached out to his father, only for Sid to hit him. ‘He put his hand near his father, and his father kind of smacked him. He never got over that,’ reports Schnabel. ‘He felt the cruelty of that.’ Father and son may have been too alike. Sid had a quick wit, he enjoyed music and had ambitions to become an author. His mother persuaded him to study to become an accountant instead, a steady job that enabled him to join the middle class, but not work in which he could express himself. He was, perhaps, a frustrated man.

Radical politics thrived in blue-collar Brooklyn in the forties. Sid’s cousin Shulamit ‘Shirley’ Rabinowitz caused such a stir in the garment industry, agitating for better pay, that the local newspapers nicknamed her Red Shirley. Sid was also active in the labour unions, ‘which was considered leftist and the FBI was investigating, so he changed [his name] to protect his father, ostensibly,’ explains Lou’s sister. So Sid Rabinowitz became Sid Reed. Soon after adopting his new name, Sid met Toby Futterman, who would become Lou’s mother, when they were working together at a court service company. Toby’s background was almost identical to Sid’s in that her parents were European Jewish immigrants. She was born in 1920, making her seven years his junior. Although her father died when she was young, putting a financial strain on the family, the Futtermans were better off than the Rabinowitzes, owning their house in a more salubrious part of Brooklyn. Judith Futterman, one of Lou’s cousins on his mother’s side, became a professional singer who performed with the Metropolitan Opera. Toby was vivacious and attractive, crowned Queen of the Stenographers in a 1939 office beauty contest, but she lacked confidence. ‘An anxious individual throughout her life, she took a traditional role with my father, always subservient to him,’ notes their daughter.
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Toby married Sid not long after they met, and Lou was their first child. He was always closer to his mother than his father, taking after Toby in looks, as well as inheriting her chronic anxiety, something he learned to hide in public. Their first family home was a small house on Avenue V in the Sheepshead Bay area of Brooklyn. Shortly after the end of the war (Sid was registered for service, but not called up), they moved to a larger house in leafy Midwood. The Reeds were living there in 1947 when Lou’s sister was born. There has been some confusion over the years regarding the size and make-up of Lou’s family, with one author writing since Lou’s death that he had a younger brother. He did not. His sister, his only sibling, was named Margaret Ellen, but soon acquired the endearing nickname of Bunny. In adult life she became a psychotherapist and assumed the name Merrill, thinking Bunny too silly for work, but Lou always called her Bunny. The siblings were alike: dark, good-looking, sharp-tongued, with the same strong New York accent, both somewhat controlling; and they were close. One of Bunny’s earliest memories of Lou was waiting at the window for him to come home from school. ‘And when he came home I was so happy, and that never changed. I always adored him.’

These were the innocent early years of childhood when Lou discovered the pleasure of drinking egg cream – milk shake made with soda – in the milk bars on Kings Highway, which he sang about nostalgically in his 1996 song ‘Egg Cream’. In the humid New York summer Lou would have been taken to the lido at Brownsville and to Coney Island. He was part of an extended Jewish immigrant family with numerous relatives who spoke with East European accents. He began his education at a local redbrick elementary public school, where he played stick ball and stoop ball in the yard, as he describes in ‘My Old Man’ on the album Growing Up in Public, a song which refers to a bullying father who beat his wife. Lou said he wrote the song for his father, but denied that Sid hit Toby. Throughout his career he was at pains to explain that he saw himself as a writer who created characters, in the way a novelist does, a position that allowed him to write from different points of view, to invent things, and to distance himself from his material. ‘I see myself as a writer. Whether I’m a nice guy, whether I’m a liar, whether I’m immoral, should have nothing to do with it.’

The family left Brooklyn in 1951 for suburban Nassau County, Long Island; ‘the armpit of the world,’ Lou called it. Topographically, Long Island is the flat, narrow strip of land that extends east from New York City. Long Island Sound laps the ritzy Great Gatsby communities of the North Shore. The utilitarian South Shore faces the Atlantic Ocean. Long Island becomes less populated and more expensive the further east one travels on Route 27, until the dwindling highway reaches the millionaire homes of the Hamptons. The Reeds bought a new ranch-style house at 35 Oakfield Avenue in Freeport, an expanding middle-class community on the South Shore. The house was a three-bedroom, single-storey brick building on a street of identical homes, separated by driveways and lawns: the classic 1950s American abode. These were the unremarkable environs of Lou’s early life. It was evidently too dull a backstory for Lou, who sometimes gave the impression that he was from a wealthy Long Island family. ‘My parents were self-made millionaires. On paper they were very rich,’ he told Melody Maker in 1976. This was fiction. Sid Reed was a Certified Public Accountant (CPA) who worked as the treasurer of a Long Island packaging company. Lou was no more the son of a millionaire than he was a child of the streets, though he also adopted that image. ‘[Later] he decided to portray himself as a guy who had grown up on the mean streets of New York City, when in fact he grew up in middle-class Freeport,’ notes Allan Hyman, who lived round the corner and went through school and college with Lou. Even before Freeport, the Reeds had lived in nice areas of Brooklyn. Still, Lou struggled at first in the city’s public-school system. ‘The reason they moved out of Brooklyn to Long Island is that Lou was getting beat up on the way to school,’ says his first wife, Bettye Kronstad.
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Lou started school in Freeport in fifth grade, aged nine. He walked to school each morning, past the elevated train track that carried commuters into Manhattan, past the water tower and the United Methodist Church, all of which were landmarks of a suburb with the atmosphere of a small town. He was an honour roll student in middle school, and was assessed as having a relatively high IQ of 132. Although his family was not particularly religious, Lou celebrated his bar mitzvah and took time off for Jewish holy days. ‘We were Jewish, but my father was rather opposed to organized religion,’ says Bunny. ‘He was a cultural Jew, I think you might say.’ The children were indulged. Sid acquired a piano so they could take music lessons. Home movies show Lou as an apparently happy, toothy little kid frolicking in the yard with his sister and playing at the beach. One summer he worked as an attendant at Jones Beach, which entailed wearing a sailor’s suit and cap – an early echo of the lyrics of ‘Heroin’ – as he collected litter with a stick pin, an episode he alludes to on the album Take No Prisoners.

There were problems, though. Lou was bullied again at Junior High in Freeport, according to Bunny, who says he was ‘beaten up routinely after school’, and he began to suffer panic attacks. ‘It was obvious that Lou was becoming increasingly anxious and avoidant and resistant to most socializing unless it was on his terms,’ she states, in the jargon of psychotherapy. ‘He was possessed with a fragile temperament. His hyper-focus on things he liked led him to music, and it was there that he found himself. Self-taught, he began playing the guitar, absorbing every musical influence he could.’

Music came to Lou initially through AM radio, and he developed catholic tastes, enjoying doo-wop, rock ’n’ roll, modern jazz and gospel. A keen reader, words were equally important to him. Ian Fleming’s James Bond stories were among his favourite books as a child. As a teenager, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road made an impression. ‘He was a very big fan of Jack Kerouac. I remember when he read On the Road. That was a big deal, and he wanted to talk to me about it, and I couldn’t get that whole existential concept,’ says Allan Hyman. While other boys sniggered over Playboy, precocious Lou read the erotic French novel The Story of O.

Yet in many respects he remained a conventional middle-class teen. He was smartly turned out, remaining a neat, organized person throughout his life. He enjoyed basketball and tennis, and joined the track and field team at Freeport High. In his song ‘Coney Island Baby’ Lou sang about a boy who yearned to play football for his school coach. Was this autobiographical? Lou had a friend on the team, running back Jerome Jackson, one of the few African-American students at Freeport High. He doesn’t recall Lou expressing any interest in trying out for Bill Ashley, who coached the Freeport High Red Devils, and says that Lou was one of the quieter kids in school. As with many writers, he was someone who lived much of his life in his imagination. He wasn’t a jock, nor was he much of a mixer. ‘Lou wasn’t that popular. He was very friendly, but you had to be in his circle for him to warm up to you.’ Their friendship was based on music. Jerome sang with the Valets, one of several high-school bands Lou was involved in. Another band, the oddly named Tretoads, performed ‘Mickey Mouse Rock’ at a school variety show, while the most significant of Lou’s school bands was the Shades.

Composed of Lou and two older schoolboys, Phil Harris and Al Walters, the Shades performed at the 1958 Freeport High variety show in sunglasses, hence the name. Lou and Phil wrote a couple of songs together, ‘So Blue’ and ‘Leave Her for Me’. ‘I wrote all of “So Blue” and helped Lou out with “Leave Her for Me”,’ Harris recalled. ‘Lou played all of the music, but we both sort of kicked around some chords during the writing phase.’ Remarkably, they recorded these songs in New York City with a professional sax player, King Curtis, Phil singing lead vocals while Lou played guitar and added backing vocals. The music was generic, the lyrics formulaic, but the recording was good enough to be released as a single on the Time label in 1958 under the band name of the Jades (it turned out that there was another group called the Shades). Although the disc made no impression on the national charts, in a year of novelty hits like ‘The Purple People Eater’ and ‘The Chipmunk Song’, many kids in Freeport bought Lou’s first record.

Adventures of this kind brought Lou into conflict with his father, who fretted about his son getting involved in the music business. This was the start of their problems. Lou complained about Sid to friends, telling Allan that his dad was one of the biggest assholes in the world. Allan was surprised. He liked Lou’s parents. ‘For whatever reason, Lou had a whole number going with [Sid] – always – and I don’t know why,’ he says. ‘I remember that he was always upset with him for one reason or another.’ There was an increasingly bad atmosphere at home. ‘The stage was set. Anxious, controlling parents, limited communication, a society that valued secrecy, underlying mental-health issues,’ comments Bunny. ‘Verbal fights between Lou and my parents erupted – about going into the city, about the dangers he might confront. My parents were frightened, angry, bewildered.’ There was a lot of yelling. After a period of crisis, however, things calmed down again. ‘Remarkably, during Lou’s senior year in high school there were moments of normalcy at home,’ adds Bunny. ‘Family dinners could be enjoyable. Lou and my father were both extremely witty, with erudite, dry senses of humour and remarkable literary sensibilities. I enjoyed their verbal jousting, as did they.’

By the time he was seventeen, Lou had started to write in earnest: song lyrics, poems and stories in which he began to express aspects of his sexuality. Allan Hyman was shocked by what he read. ‘He would write poems and he would write short stories that had a gay theme about them.’ There was violence in these stories, with characters punished for their sexuality. Sex and violence would be themes in Lou’s adult writing, often linked. ‘In some of the stories the hero would end up beating up the [other] person, catching somebody having sex in a public bathroom and having the hero of the story beat them up.’ Allan further claims Lou told him that a man paid him to watch him masturbate in a local park. He thought this ‘kind of odd’, but didn’t draw conclusions. ‘The idea of being gay was not something I had even heard of. I knew a couple of kids in school who appeared to be, you know, gay, but nobody called them gay. [We] just thought they were sissies.’ He didn’t think of Lou as a sissy. Rather, his stories seemed to be part of his emerging rebelliousness, and who knew how much of what he said and wrote was true? Lou’s sexuality remained enigmatic throughout his life, a conundrum to many friends and, one suspects, himself. Was he gay or straight? As the facts emerge, we see that his sexuality was mutable and not easily defined. If a label must be applied, Lou was bisexual, though he never used that word himself and didn’t seem to welcome categorization. Nevertheless, importantly, his sexuality set him apart from society from an early age.

Even by the standards of teenage boys, Lou’s behaviour with girls at high school was gauche and crude, probably because he was unsure of himself. When a girl in Gene’s candy store asked Lou one day if he’d had his hair cut, for example, he snapped, ‘Oh, fuck you, Carol!’ at a time when middle-class American boys simply didn’t talk to girls that way. This was the wholesome era of Pat Boone, I Love Lucy and the hula-hoop craze. His friends were shocked. Then there was dating. ‘Lou never had girlfriends,’ says schoolfriend Richard Sigal, meaning that Lou didn’t have a steady high-school girlfriend like Richard and Allan did. ‘Lou had one-night stands. Lou had dirty girls.’ Before the contraceptive pill, fumbling around in the back seats at the Freeport Theater, getting a hand job in a parked car, or ‘dry humping’ (rubbing against your sweetheart with your clothes on) were the early sexual experiences for their generation, but Lou was quick to boast that he had gone ‘all the way’. He’d met an older girl named Bonnie who, he said, allowed him special favours. She had also introduced Lou, an avid cigarette smoker since fourteen, to marijuana, which was seemingly his entrée into the world of stimulants. Bonnie was evidently quite a character, and she must have left a strong impression. One wonders if Lou had her in mind when he wrote ‘Sweet Bonnie Brown’ for the Velvet Underground. Drug use of any kind was highly unusual in fifties Freeport. ‘[When the rest of us] were drinking beer, Lou was rolling joints, which was unheard of,’ says Richard, while Lou’s sister confirms that he got into drugs as a schoolboy. ‘I do not know how much of the drug use was apparent to my parents.’

Allan and Richard sometimes tried to fix Lou up with a girl so they could double date, now that they were old enough to borrow their parents’ cars, but double-dating with Lou rarely turned out well. One weekend Allan persuaded Lou to accompany him to New Jersey, where he knew a girl named Susan who had offered to invite a friend for Lou. Susan came to the door to greet the boys, her eight-year-old sister simultaneously sliding down the bannister to welcome them. Lou asked the child: ‘Do you always masturbate on the bannister?’

‘Get out!’ Susan shouted. It was the end of the date.

There was an equally disastrous double-date with Richard Sigal. One night when Richard’s parents were away, he invited Lou over for an evening with himself and his girlfriend, who had brought a friend for Lou. He turned up late, apparently drunk or high, and asked for a Scotch, which Richard gave him, in one of his father’s crystal tumblers. Lou then nonchalantly mentioned that he had another girl outside, passed out in his parents’ car. He went to check on her. ‘She’s OK,’ he said, when he came back. ‘But I dropped the glass.’ Richard looked outside to see his father’s expensive tumbler smashed on the drive. Then he looked at the poor girl who had come to the house to meet Lou. He felt like hitting him. ‘To this day I can’t tell you why I didn’t – he deserved it.’ The evening was ruined.
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Lou and the CHDs, Freeport High, 1959. Richard Sigal on left.



When Lou performed at the annual variety show at Freeport High in his senior year, he did so as part of a number of student groups, including a foursome made up of himself, Johnny Dekam, Richard Sigal and Judy Titus, one of the most popular girls in school. Lou had them perform under the name CHDs, later explaining to Judy that the letters were a rearrangement of DHC, for Dry-Hump Club. ‘They totally embarrassed me,’ says Judy. The senior prom was a couple of months later. Allan, who chauffeured his girlfriend and Lou and his date around town for the evening, recalls that Lou made a move in the back seat while he and his girlfriend were in front. ‘He’s in the back seat banging this girl, and my date is getting angrier and angrier. It’s like they don’t care that we were in the front seat.’ Allan’s girlfriend complained that what the others were doing was disgusting.

‘Fuck you,’ replied Lou. ‘Don’t look if you don’t like it.’

This was typical of his behaviour, and part of his emerging persona as a provocateur. His friends found it entertaining initially but later came to think of Lou as a selfish person. ‘Lou felt there was no one else in the world other than him. And he was nasty. He was a person who could [not] care less how you felt,’ says Allan.
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Lou graduated high school.



Despite such juvenile and boorish behaviour, despite the dope smoking and conflicts with his father, Lou was far from a high-school drop-out. When he graduated in June 1959, he was ranked eighty-fourth out of the 312 students in his year, and appeared to be as clean-cut as any of his contemporaries. In light of the fact that he went on to become associated with a life of dissipation, the caption under his year-book photo seems comically guileless: 30‘Tall, dark-haired Lou likes basketball, music and, naturally, girls. He was a valuable participant on the track team. He is one of Freeport’s great contributors to the recording world. As for the immediate future, Lou has no plans, but will take life as it comes.’

In fact, the plan was for Lou to pursue his education at Syracuse University in upstate New York, almost three hundred miles north-west of Freeport, where Allan was also bound. The boys took a trip to look at the campus together. Then Lou changed his mind, deciding he would rather go to New York University in Manhattan, where he had also been offered a place. He felt that Syracuse was too provincial and middle class and he wanted to be in the city. ‘I feel it will be better for my writing,’ he told his friend.

He moved into a dormitory on the University Heights campus of New York University, in the Bronx, in September 1959. Living alone in Manhattan, away from his family and friends for the first time, Lou became anxious and depressed, to the extent that he suffered a breakdown. Bunny recalls the dramatic events that took place that autumn. ‘Sometime during his freshman year at NYU, when I was twelve, my parents went into the city and returned with Lou, limp and unresponsive. I was terrified and uncomprehending. They said he had a “nervous breakdown”. The family secret was tightly kept and the entire matter was concealed, from relatives, from friends. It was our private and unspoken burden …

‘My parents finally sought professional help for Lou. I heard only the superficial pieces of what was going on. My mother came into my room and told me that they thought he might have schizophrenia. She said that the doctors told her it was because she had not picked him up enough as an infant but had let him cry in his room.’ Toby sobbed as she explained herself to her daughter: ‘The paediatrician told me to do that! He said that’s how you teach a baby to go to sleep.’ A psychiatrist wrote, in a letter which Lou later had framed, that he suffered from delusions and hallucinations and reported seeing spiders crawling on the walls. ‘Lou was not able to function at that time. He was depressed, anxious and socially avoidant. If people came into our home, he hid in his room.’ He also hid under a desk. ‘He might sit with us, but he looked dead-eyed, non-communicative. I remember one evening when all of us were sitting in our den, watching television together. Out of nowhere, Lou began laughing maniacally. We all sat frozen in place. My parents did nothing, said nothing, and ignored it, as if it was not taking place.’

All this happened in the short space of time between Lou enrolling at NYU in September 1959 and the Thanksgiving holiday in November. When Allan visited his friend at home during the break, Lou told him the story. ‘I think I’m having a nervous breakdown,’ he said.

‘Why do you think that?’

‘I’m very depressed and I’m having a lot of problems, and I’m taking some [medication]. I feel like crap.’ Looking back, Allan says Lou often seemed to be depressed. ‘He was always looking on the dark side of things, rather than having a positive view.’

When Lou didn’t improve, a psychiatrist referred him to Creedmoor Psychiatric Center near Freeport, a forbidding mental hospital, in the plain language of the day, with the grim appearance and high security of a prison. It was here that he received electro-convulsive therapy (ECT), a controversial form of shock treatment used to treat severe depression. ‘I don’t know which psychiatrist recommended the Electro Shock Therapy [sic],’ comments Bunny. ‘I assume that Lou could not have been in any shape to really understand the treatment or the side effects. It may well be that he was fearful that he would be committed to a psychiatric hospital and not allowed home if he did not agree to the treatment … Was he suicidal? Impaired by drugs? Schizophrenic? Or a victim of psychiatric incompetence and misdiagnosis?’ These are questions his sister poses but cannot answer. The precise nature and cause of his breakdown was seemingly a mystery to the family in 1959, and it remained a mystery because they never discussed it. Something shameful had happened which they were unable to confront.

ECT was given as a course of treatment: twenty-four shocks over several weeks, in Lou’s case. He was required to fast before being strapped to a gurney. Muscle-relaxant drugs and an anaesthetic were administered. A gag was placed in his mouth to stop him biting his tongue. Electrodes were then attached to the sides of his head, and an alternating current passed briefly through his brain. This was the radical, frightening part of the treatment. Patients lost consciousness instantly. The body went into seizure. Although insensible, Lou grimaced, looking as if he was in pain, his fists clenching and his legs trying to kick, his whole body trembling briefly before going limp. The treatment had first come into use in Europe in the late thirties after it was observed that schizophrenics felt better after a fit. The electric shock is meant to induce a fit artificially. It is not clearly understood why this should be beneficial, but some patients say they feel less depressed after ECT, and the treatment is still used. There are, however, side effects.

‘Our family was wrenched apart the day they began those wretched treatments,’ laments Bunny. ‘I watched my brother as my parents assisted him coming back into our home afterwards, unable to walk, stupor-like. It damaged his short-term memory horribly and throughout his life he struggled with memory retention, probably directly as a result of those treatments.’ She further claims that Lou’s breakdown, and the therapy, ‘set in motion the dissolution of my family’. Lou came to blame his parents for subjecting him to ECT, mostly Sid, against whom he developed what Bunny terms ‘incredible rage’. The closest he came to expressing this was in his song ‘Kill Your Sons’, singing that he was told he would be able to live at home if he accepted the treatment, rather than being confined to a hospital, but his memory was so bad after the shocks that he couldn’t even concentrate to read a book.

Years later Lou gave an interview in which he suggested that ECT was administered because he had homosexual inclinations. ‘That’s what was recommended in Rockland County then to discourage homosexual feelings,’ he told Creem magazine in 1979. Victor Bockris suggested in his 1994 biography of Reed that ECT was administered because his parents wanted to ‘cure’ his homosexuality. While Lou was given ECT at a time when homosexuality was classified as a mental illness in the United States,* and ECT was sometimes used as a ‘treatment’ for homosexuality, his sister rejects the theory ‘that ECT was undertaken because Lou had confessed bisexual urges’. She believes her parents simply wanted to help Lou at a time when he was suffering a full-blown breakdown (not merely being wayward and showing mood swings, as Bockris writes), and they followed the advice they were given. ‘My father, controlling and rigid, was attempting to solve a situation that was beyond him. My mother was terrified and certain of her own implicit guilt since they had told her this was due to poor mothering,’ comments Bunny. ‘It has been suggested by some authors that ECT was undertaken because Lou had confessed to bisexual urges. How simplistic and unrealistic. He was depressed, weird, anxious, avoidant. My parents were many things – anxious, controlling – but they were blazing liberals. Homophobic they were not. They were caught in a bewildering web, of guilt, fear and poor psychiatric care. Did they make a mistake in not challenging the doctor’s recommendation for ECT? Absolutely. I have no doubt that they regretted it every day until the day they died.’

It is an unhappy story. Bunny believes that the accusations Lou later made against his father, or implied in songs, stem from this period. ‘His accusations, of violence, a lack of love, seemed rooted in that time. The stories he related – of being hit, of being treated like an inanimate object – seemed total fantasy to me. I must say I never saw my father raise a hand to anyone, certainly not us. Nor did I see a lack of love for his son during our childhood.’ Yet the anger and bitterness Lou developed were real, and vital to his art. Bunny poses the essential rhetorical question: ‘Would Lou have become the artist he became without the furious anger that the treatments engendered?’ Anger was one of the motifs of his songwriting, the anger of an outsider who specialized in writing about damaged, neurotic people like himself.

* The American Psychiatric Association classified homosexuality as a mental illness until 1973.


II

On to the Darkened Sea

1960–4

LOU WAS UNABLE to resume his studies at New York University. His name was removed from the register in May 1960, by which time he was eighteen years old and deeply unhappy. ‘I was miserable when I was young,’ he later said. ‘I wouldn’t want to be eighteen again.’

Following treatments at Creedmoor hospital and the Payne Whitney Psychiatric Clinic in New York, he recuperated at home in Freeport, looked after by his mother. He later spoke tenderly of Toby Reed nursing him back to health. By contrast, he remained furious with his father, though Sid probably felt awful about what had happened. The Reeds tiptoed around their son, frightened to do or say anything that might upset him, and Lou learned to exploit their guilt; this became their unhealthy relationship. And he remained emotionally fragile. Bunny reveals that even after he recovered from his breakdown her brother ‘suffered from anxiety and panic attacks throughout his life’.

It was several months before he felt well enough to make another attempt at college. In September 1960 he enrolled at Syracuse University, where he had originally intended to go. Allan Hyman was now beginning his sophomore year, and he was having a wonderful time. He tried to take Lou under his wing when he arrived on campus, introducing him to his fraternity brothers with a view to Lou becoming a fraternity member, which was, he says, ‘a huge mistake’. Lou was more rebellious than ever, projecting the image of a tortured intellectual musician-writer, part beatnik, part folk singer, part James Dean from Rebel without a Cause, a film that had a major impact on more than one budding rock star.

Although Allan asked Lou to dress smartly for the fraternity party, he arrived in his scruffiest clothes. ‘How could you wear that?’ Allan asked him. While they were talking, a senior member of the fraternity came over. ‘Mike, I’d like you to meet Lou Reed,’ said Allan, making the introduction.

The senior looked the newcomer up and down. ‘There’s no way you will become a member of this fraternity,’ he told him.

‘You fucking asshole,’ replied Lou. ‘Do you think I would join this fraternity as long as you are a member? You are the biggest asshole I have ever met in my entire life. You should simply kill yourself.’

Despite this inauspicious beginning, Lou and Allan remained friends, and they formed a college band, the aforementioned LA and the Eldorados, the ‘L’ and the ‘A’ standing for Lou and Allan (who played drums). A changing cast of musicians included Richard Mishkin on piano and bass, and Nelson Slater, a Canadian art student, who sang and played guitar.

Sometimes they used the name Pasha and the Prophets, while Lou also played with another college band called the All-night Workers. The Eldorados was a dance band, essentially, with a regular Friday-night gig at a local golf club, as well as performing at college dances and fraternity parties all over the state. They wore matching velvet jackets on stage and drove to gigs in Richard’s Chrysler, which had the band name painted across the trunk. Although Lou was a limited singer and a rudimentary guitarist, he was their front man and leader, singing most of the songs and choosing the set list, which typically included covers of Ray Charles and Jimmy Reed tunes, and pop hits of the day like ‘Angel Baby’. Moody and unpredictable, he would refuse to play at all if he got out of bed the wrong side, and he liked to shock audiences by performing a composition of his own called ‘Fuck Around Blues’, which sometimes got the Eldorados fired. ‘He was definitely crazy, like, “Man, he’s nuts!”, that kind of crazy,’ says Richard Mishkin, adding that Lou told the band about the shock treatment he had received. He was angry about it, but he also used it as part of his image. As Richard got to know Lou better he came to a more precise diagnosis of his personality. ‘In some ways he was kind of a borderline-personality type, in terms of narcissism [and] compulsive behaviour. He had visions of who [he was] and what he wanted to do that didn’t necessarily coincide with anything else. Lou just didn’t give a shit about people, in general. If he stepped on you, it didn’t matter … It was about advancing himself.’

There was music in the air at Syracuse in the early 1960s. Several contemporaries went on to have professional careers in music, including Lou’s friend Garland Jeffreys, a singer-songwriter who supported him in concert in the 1970s. His college band mate Nelson Slater later made an album for RCA, though neither he nor Garland rivalled Lou in terms of success. Nelson says that Lou learned guitar phrases from him, and claims to hear these guitar licks in ‘Vicious’ and ‘Walk on the Wild Side’. ‘I showed him the chords and changes that I thought were great, and Lou was very good at picking up things and utilizing them.’ Nelson was impressed by Lou, whom he recalls as one of the big characters at Syracuse, but not everybody saw him that way. ‘I remember a very quiet, introverted type of person who would hang around the arty-type places in town,’ says another contemporary Felix Cavaliere, who went on to have a notable career in music as a member of the Young Rascals. ‘Unless you really got to know him you couldn’t penetrate that [façade].’
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Lou performed at Syracuse with LA and the Eldorados. Richard Mishkin is seen playing bass (left).



One of Lou’s most significant college friends was Lincoln Swados, an awkward, gawky boy who shared his interests in music and literature and had a similar history of mental-health issues. After Lincoln started complaining of hearing voices, his parents sent him to a psychiatric hospital, where, like Lou, he underwent ECT. They roomed together for a while, sharing a cluttered, noisome student pit with a piece of pizza stuck to the ceiling. 8‘There wasn’t even a space to sit down,’ says Richard Sigal, recalling a visit he made to see Lou. Richard couldn’t find his friend at first in the gloomy room when he let himself in. ‘I was looking at the bed, and in the dark I saw a hand and wrist sticking out from the sheets, so I kicked the bed and the sheet comes off and it’s Lou – rubbing sleep out of his eyes.’

‘What are you doing? It’s five o’clock in the afternoon.’

Lou, a lifelong insomniac, explained that he was in the habit of staying up all night writing. ‘The sheet was grey from use,’ says Richard. ‘Then I looked closer and there were scribblings all over the sheets, so I guess when he had a thought in his head he’d write it on the sheet.’

Although he kept irregular hours, Lou was a busy and active student who took a wide range of classes at Syracuse, including journalism, theology, drama, creative writing and botany. In Film Appreciation, he directed a short silent film featuring fellow student Peter Maloney, later a stage and screen actor, whom he cast as a clown, ‘[just] me, a clown, putting make-up on … It was fun.’ He also directed at least one play and was an amateur deejay with his own campus radio show, Excursion on a Wobbly Rail, named after a piece of cool modern jazz by the Cecil Taylor Quartet. As well as jazz, Lou played folk music, the blues, doo-wop and rock ’n’ roll on air, and he was always looking for new discs to spin. Late one night he heard music coming from the floor below him in the dormitory and traced the sound to the room of student Jim Tucker, who grew up not far from Lou on Long Island. Jim’s high-school friend Holmes Sterling Morrison was staying over. Known as Sterling or Sterl, Morrison was a loquacious, lanky youth of six foot three who liked to drink beer, chase girls and play guitar. He was also from Long Island, born the same year as Lou in nearby East Meadow. His widow Martha shades in the background: ‘Blue collar. His mother was a cocktail waitress. His stepfather was a cop.’ Having begun his college education at the University of Illinois, studying physics, Sterling was thinking of transferring to Syracuse. He never actually enrolled; he just hung around the dorm for a while. He and Jim were playing Lightnin’ Hopkins records when there was a knock at the door. ‘We thought it was the person in charge of the dormitory coming down to complain,’ Sterling recalled. ‘Instead it was the guy upstairs, who turned out to be Lou, and he needed records because he had a campus radio show and was running out of blues and that sort of thing.’

One day soon after this encounter a brass band struck up outside the dormitory as the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC, a form of military training) began band practice in the yard. Lou claimed to have been dismissed from ROTC in his freshman year at Syracuse after he pointed a gun at his commanding officer, a story he made part of his official biography when he became a solo artist. It sounds like something he either invented or exaggerated. None of his contemporaries remember it happening, though they remember Lou saying it did. Sterling was listening to the ROTC band when, as if in opposition to the martial music, an electric guitar rang out from Lou’s room.

‘Then I knew that Lou was a guitar player, too. And we just went from there.’ Sterling and Lou jammed together at Syracuse, forming the basis of a friendship that developed significantly when they met up again in New York City in 1965.

In September 1961 freshman student Shelley Albin was getting a lift across campus when the guy who was driving her pointed to a student walking by the side of the road. ‘This is Lou Reed,’ he said, slowing to offer him a ride. ‘He’s really evil.’

Shelley was intrigued by the young man who got into the car. He didn’t look evil. In his beatnik/folkie phase, Lou was dressed in black corduroy trousers, a shirt and jacket, his hair just long enough to touch his collar. ‘He was cute,’ says Shelley. ‘His mouth would curl up. He had good skin. Slightly built. Five ten maybe, skinny … a small, light-weight guy, and not at all muscly … He had the build of a twelve-year-old, [and] a lot of curly hair.’ She watched Lou in the rear-view mirror and saw that he was looking at her. She turned to meet his gaze. He was trying to make an impression. ‘When we looked at each other in the eye in the car it was kind of funny: I know what you are up to here, it’s an act. He was only in the car two minutes, [but] when he got out I knew I was going to hear from him, and I did within an hour.’

This was the start of Lou’s first significant love affair, one that inspired several important songs, including ‘Pale Blue Eyes’, in which Lou quoted Shelley telling him off. ‘I [told him], “Down for you is up”. You like to be depressed … Just don’t work it [out] on me.’ She says that another Velvet Underground classic, ‘I’ll Be Your Mirror’, was also based on a discussion they had. ‘Those are words that I said to him … but it’s always attributed to Nico.’ Girlfriends of songwriters often believe that they know the ‘real’ story behind famous songs, and songwriters have been known to flatter girls by leading them to think that they inspired certain songs, whereas inspiration often comes from sundry sources. Although Shelley was certainly an important muse, she is unlikely to have been Lou’s only source of inspiration. His literary influences should never be overlooked. ‘Pale Blue Eyes’ is a phrase in William Burroughs’s Junky: ‘He looked at me with his pale blue eyes that seemed to have no depth at all.’ He may likewise have borrowed inspiration for ‘I’ll Be Your Mirror’ from another favourite book, John Rechy’s City of Night, in which the masochist Neil says: ‘Youll [sic] exist in My Eyes! I’ll be a mirror!’

More specifically, Lou mentioned Shelley by name in the original version of ‘I Can’t Stand It’, while other songs, including ‘New Age’, may include references to their relationship. Shelley was the kind of attractive, intelligent, friendly girl who could inspire a boy to write songs. She was Jewish, from Illinois, majoring in art history. When she arrived on campus she dressed conventionally in long skirts and cardigans, but like Lou she had a bohemian streak and soon began to wear more informal clothes. She was intrigued by Lou from the start. ‘I knew from the second I met him this wasn’t an ordinary person.’ One of the first things he told her was the story of his ECT. ‘That was like his introductory bit. “This horrible thing happened to me … I’m tortured, and I don’t have any memory, and I’m this and I’m that, and I’m a little weird for today’s college kid, and just a little dangerous.”’

[image: image]
Shelley Albin.



‘You just don’t scare me,’ she said.

They started to date. ‘Look,’ Lou told a friend proudly, ‘you couldn’t do better.’

The fact that Lou now had a regular girlfriend was significant. It wasn’t until the late 1970s that he identified himself in public as gay, having previously danced around the subject. In one interview, he reflected on his youth and suggested that he had been acting straight with girls at college when he felt attracted to male students. He had a crush on one boy in particular, but never did anything about it, and spoke of the torment he went through. ‘I remember that time in college, sitting around, trying to get myself together so I could “do it right” – and I resent it. It was a very big drag,’ he said, suggesting plausibly that this embittered him. Bitterness was one of his characteristics. ‘If the forbidden thing is love, then you spend most of your time playing with hate.’ He added that his lack of interest in women attracted girls, perversely. ‘Being gay, I have found that so many women – deluded creatures that they are – are attracted to you because you’re not interested in them … it came across as the ultimate cool.’

While this rings true, it isn’t the whole story. Lou had an active heterosexual life in college and afterwards, so much so that girlfriends like Shelley struggle to see him as gay. ‘I never thought of him as being gay at all, or even bisexual.’ Rather, it seemed to Shelley, and women who came after her, that Lou flirted with homosexuality to create an image and get a reaction. ‘He always walked in a very effeminate way, but that was a very studied thing,’ she says. He admired handsome men, but she says that this was like a joke. ‘There was a guy that we both liked very much [who] was in a lot of my classes … Lou said, “I really like him, I’m going to get him.” [I] said, “No, no, he’s for me.” Neither one of us did anything about it. Maybe he did … I doubt it.’

Shelley gained a deeper understanding of her boyfriend at Christmas when he invited her home. Lou had recently acquired a dog named Seymour, the first of several dogs he owned over the years, but he seemed incapable of looking after Seymour at college. Part of the reason for the trip home was to give the dog to his mother. Shelley hadn’t been at Oakfield Avenue long before she concluded that Lou was spoiled by Toby Reed. ‘Lou was, in his way, very dependent on his mother and very close to his mother, very much a mother’s boy [and] a Jewish Prince … Lou could manipulate his parents very easily at home. I saw him do that.’ He seemed to delight in annoying his father. Shelley noticed Lou exaggerating his effeminate side in front of Sid. ‘I could see that [Sid] was frustrated with Lou being effeminate, and [Lou] would act super-effeminate in his presence. He would flip his hands and wiggle his ass.’ Despite what Lou told her about his father, Shelley liked Sid. She was learning not to believe everything Lou said. ‘When you looked at this man he had a twinkle in his eye and a ready, warm smile.’ Many of Lou’s friends agree that Lou misrepresented his father. ‘He gave off to me an aura of being absolutely warm, absolutely one hundred per cent concerned about Lou as a parent [and] mystified by Lou’s behaviour.’

Sid was evidently pleased that Lou had brought Shelley home. He increased his allowance so Lou could take her out, and offered the couple the use of the family car. Lou drove Shelley to the Hayloft, a nightclub in nearby Baldwin. ‘I don’t remember if he told me ahead of time we were going to a gay bar.’ Although Lou’s straight Long Island friends avoided the Hayloft assiduously, Lou was a regular at the club, where he also worked briefly. When Richard Sigal questioned Lou about his part-time job, Lou said that the male customers sometimes touched him. ‘What do you do about it?’

‘I just laugh.’

‘Lou was an experimenter,’ concludes Richard, a sociologist in adult life who lectured on what he calls ‘deviant behaviour’. ‘I think he probably experimented with everything at one time or another. I’ve always looked at his sexual adventures that way, because as a kid I had a feeling that Lou was attracted to boys, [yet] he ended up being married three times. So he obviously liked women.’

It was at the Hayloft that Lou probably first encountered transvestites and transsexuals, for whom he developed a fascination. Candy Darling, whom Lou wrote about in ‘Candy Says’ and ‘Walk on the Wild Side’, was the alter ego of James Slattery from nearby Massapequa, Long Island, and Shelley believes that Lou may have known him initially at the Hayloft, getting to know him better later in New York City. Shelley took her visit to the gay club in her stride, enjoying a dance with a woman. ‘He thought it was wonderful that I was dancing with a woman … and he was trying to get me to go home, or out in the parking lot with the girl I was dancing with, which was not at all what I was interested in, but he was always setting up a scenario.’

During the Christmas break Lou also drove Shelley into Manhattan – to buy drugs in Harlem. Surprisingly, the thirty-mile ride into the city was the scariest part of the expedition. With his poor eyesight and limited concentration, Lou was a bad driver. ‘I remember thinking, Oh my God, this is horrible, he’s just the worst driver in the world! I was much more frightened of his driving than going to Harlem.’ Then, as now, drugs were available at the corner of Lexington Avenue and 125th Street, the junction Lou invoked in the first verse of ‘I’m Waiting for the Man’; also from connections in the nearby brownstone apartments. ‘My memory is that [he said], “We have to pick up some drugs,” and that it was heroin.’ They went into a brownstone, where they met a guy Lou seemed to know, sat around talking for ten minutes, then left to hear some jazz in Greenwich Village. ‘I got the impression he liked to shock me by taking me to Harlem. He knew we shouldn’t be there and now he’s taking this – as he used to call me – “little flower from the Midwest”, into the evil [city]. He liked that, [and] he liked to scare himself.’

Although Shelley can’t be sure that Lou bought heroin on this visit to Harlem, it is clear that he first used heroin during his college years. Drugs had been part of his life since high school, illicit drugs and the prescription medication doctors gave him (pills he inevitably misused). Drugs were also part of his imaginative life. Lou read about junkies before he became one, and he associated drugs with the underground culture he felt drawn to. People he admired took drugs: the jazz musicians he listened to smoked grass and used smack; William Burroughs was a junkie; so was the comic Lenny Bruce, whose work Lou adored. As noted, Lou started smoking pot at high school, and he continued to smoke at college. Indeed, he became a dealer. One night he went to see fellow student James Gorney with some marijuana he needed to hide. ‘Clearly, he was drug dealing. He was drug dealing in a substantial quantity,’ says James, who took care of the drugs in return for as much as he could smoke. ‘If he had been caught, that would not have gone well with him.’ James’s girlfriend Paula Swarzman, later his wife, corroborates the story, but thinks the amount involved was smaller than the ‘large suitcase’ James talks about. ‘It was buy a little stuff for my friends,’ she qualifies. ‘It was dealing, but no capital “D”.’

Shelley confirms that Lou sold marijuana on campus, and says he dealt other drugs, too, up to and including heroin. ‘He was selling it [heroin] to another fraternity group,’ she says. Lou would give Shelley bags of marijuana to store in her dorm. ‘I was stupid. I said OK. I didn’t even think about it. And he’d call up, “I need so much of it, give it to somebody and get the money” … What he was really doing was keeping himself out of trouble at the expense of this girl.’ When he bought peyote from a supplier in Arizona, he had the drugs posted to Shelley’s address. ‘That’s not nice. You don’t do that to your girlfriend … He could be a prick in that way. He took care of himself first, even with someone he loved madly. And he did, and I was crazy about him.’

Drugs got Lou into trouble, initially in an unexpected way. Karl Stoecker was an art-student friend who lived off campus with his young wife. ‘We both liked Karl,’ says Shelley. ‘He was cute.’ Lou invited Karl home to Freeport a couple of times. During one of these trips, he drove into a toll booth on the parkway. ‘Rather than go through the aisle where you are supposed to pay the toll on the highway, he ran right through the middle of the thing,’ laughs Karl. The accident resulted in Lou losing his licence. He didn’t drive again for many years. His sister remembers the accident and says that he was probably ‘high on drugs’.

Karl was one of a number of friends who helped Lou publish a literary magazine on campus in 1962. Lonely Woman Quarterly was named after a tune by the saxophonist and free-jazz pioneer Ornette Coleman, who abandoned the harmonic conventions of mainstream jazz in the 1950s, creating strange, semi-abstract soundscapes. Some people hated this radical new music; others, like Lou, were enthralled by what was true outsider art. Free jazz became a passion for a man who was always attracted to the difficult and the outré, and would remain so long after he became a rock ’n’ roll star. Indeed, Lou’s musical career can be interpreted as a clash of experimentation and conventional melody, the tide ebbing and flowing from project to project. Jazz ideas can be heard on almost all his records. ‘I liked Ornette Coleman a lot, and [his trumpet player] Don Cherry a whole lot. I used to always go to see ’em at clubs [in New York], the original Ornette Coleman Quartet.’

Shelley and Karl created the illustrations for Lonely Woman Quarterly, while the writers included Lou, Peter Maloney and Jim Tucker. They assembled the first issue at the Savoy Restaurant on Marshall Street, a student hang-out where the owner let them use his mimeograph machine. The magazine – neatly typed by Lou – contained the first substantial examples of his writing, and while much of what he wrote was verbose and jejune, a recognizable voice emerged. The first issue featured a short story about incest, which, together with other articles, showed Lou to have been reading Freud more than anything more sinister. Curiously, he wrote these pieces under the name Luis [sic] Reed.

In the second issue he published a character assassination of a fellow student named Michael Kogan, the leader of the right-wing Young Americans for Freedom organization on campus, and an aspiring rabbi. Lou and Michael were in the same theology class, taught by Professor Gabriel Vahanian. They attended a party at the professor’s house one night, memorable for the fact that Lou sang an outrageous song casting aspersions on the professor’s sexuality. ‘Vahanian threw us all out,’ says Kogan, who doesn’t recall speaking to Lou directly before he saw himself ridiculed in the Lonely Woman Quarterly. He was shocked by the spiteful tone of the article, which he showed to his lawyer father, who complained to the chancellor of the university, who told Lou to apologize, which he did. ‘He didn’t mean it – he hated me,’ says Kogan. ‘It was a forced apology.’ Looking back, he believes that he presented an easy target. ‘He was a Jew who was at war with his Judaism and I was very active in the Jewish student groups, so it was as religious as it was political. I represented to him everything he hated, from wearing a tie and jacket to school to being a conservative Republican [and] an active member of the Jewish community.’ The antipathy was mutual. ‘I detested Lou Reed. I found him a loathsome person.’

Lou reserved his best writing for the third and final issue of Lonely Woman Quarterly. In his short story ‘And What, Little Boy, Will You Trade for Your Horse?’ he wrote about a young man who tours the pornographic bookshops, diners, pinball arcades and sex cinemas around Times Square in New York, watching the street hustlers and ‘mincing and giggling’ boys, before going to a bar, where he is picked up by a man in drag, ‘a regular queen’. Here was the landscape and subject matter of many Lou Reed songs, and the story rang true, as if drawn from experience.

Yet he was still with Shelley. When summer came and she went home to Illinois for the vacation, Lou missed her. He wrote to her regularly, telling her about his trips to the Hayloft, and sending her a macabre short story, reminiscent of the work of Edgar Allan Poe, about a boy named Waldo who mailed himself to his girlfriend, Marsha, only to perish when she plunged a blade into the box to open it. The Velvet Underground later set this darkly comic story to music, creating ‘The Gift’. ‘He used to call himself Waldo and he used to call me Marsha,’ explains Shelley, who was delighted to receive the story in the mail. Lou then elaborated on the joke by sending her a large toy animal in a box. ‘It was the story come to life … He was fun when he wanted to be.’

Later that summer Lou flew to Illinois to see Shelley. Typically, he attempted to create discord in the Albin household by espousing right-wing political ideas to annoy Shelley’s liberal parents. Nevertheless, the Albins lent him their car. ‘He crashes the car into a ditch,’ sighs Shelley, who compares Lou to a wayward kindergarten child. ‘If he was a kid, you’d say, This is one you’ve got to keep your eye on, or he’ll go and put someone else’s hand under the paper cutter, and get the other kid to feel responsible. He required watching.’ The Albins were glad to see the back of Lou when he went home, and told Shelley she could only return to Syracuse if she promised never to see him again. Shelley agreed, but continued the relationship. ‘[My mother], to this day, if you mention Lou Reed, [will say] “What a horrible, disgusting person!”’

Delmore Schwartz arrived at Syracuse for the academic year starting in September 1962, Lou’s junior year. Schwartz was hailed in his youth as a brilliant new writer, the author of an outstanding short story, ‘In Dreams Begin Responsibilities’. But his work didn’t sell, and he suffered with mental illness. Manic and paranoid, he fell out with friends and colleagues, drank to excess and took drugs, to the extent that he was repeatedly admitted to hospital. By the time he came to Syracuse to teach, aged forty-eight, he was a physical and emotional wreck, but nevertheless he was an inspiring figure. Saul Bellow used Schwartz as the model for the character Von Humboldt Fleisher in his novel Humboldt’s Gift, ‘a wonderful talker, a hectic non-stop monologist’ who elevated his students to ‘a state of great exultation about literature’. Lou was such a student.

‘By the time we encountered him, Schwartz was [taking] a lethal combination of speed to get him going, and barbiturates to slow him down, probably mixed with alcohol,’ says James Gorney, who was also in Schwartz’s creative-writing class. ‘He was dishevelled, looked like he had rolled out of bed. Often the socks did not match, the shoes did not match. Looked kind of crazed. But none of that mattered.’ Schwartz lectured his students on the work of T. S. Eliot, James Joyce and W. B. Yeats, teaching them to appreciate the music in the language, which surely helped Lou become the writer he did. The lectures on Ulysses were the highlight of the course. ‘It was really a course in teaching you how to read Ulysses,’ explains James. ‘One time he said, “When you first read a paragraph, and you don’t understand it, read it aloud and listen to the music and you’ll probably understand it.”’ If they still didn’t get it, he said that they should have a few drinks, because Joyce wrote much of the book under the influence. Lou took this advice to heart. A lot of his own writing was done when he was drunk or stoned.

One day Schwartz brought his copy of Finnegans Wake into class. The book was in ruins, the binding broken, the pages loose, the volume strapped together with shoelaces. He beckoned his students to gather around as he opened the book, explaining how he had been studying the text for years. He had filled virtually every blank space with notes, in various coloured inks. He said that Joyce had referred to a particular edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica while writing the book, so he had read every volume of that edition in an attempt to decode it. The magnitude of this task was almost beyond the comprehension of the students. The classroom windows were open as Schwartz told his mad story, and a gust of wind caught the pages and blew them about the room. Lou and others dashed to save them. The scene left a deep impression. ‘I remember Lou and I talking about this a lot,’ says James. ‘Very poignant. It touched us both very much.’

The teacher bonded with his students, meeting them for drinks in the Orange bar (orange being the Syracuse colour), where he told stories about famous writers he had known, and attempted to conduct informal lessons. Lou made a particular connection with his tutor: a fellow Jew from Brooklyn who was old enough to be his father but seemed to understand him better than his own father, who wanted him to take up a conventional career after college. Lou didn’t want to become a fucking accountant like Sid. He wanted to write and make music. Schwartz urged him to follow his instinct, warning him never to compromise his talent. ‘Once, drunk in a Syracuse bar, he said, “If you sell out, Lou, I’m gonna get ya.”’ Delmore Schwartz became Lou’s first mentor, a beloved and heroic figure in his eyes.

As Lou began his intellectual love affair with Delmore, his temporal affair with Shelley came to an end. Things hadn’t been going well for a while by the time they attended a fraternity party at Syracuse in January 1963. Lou took another girl into one of the rooms at the party. Shelley was invited to watch. She walked out in disgust. Lincoln Swados gallantly escorted
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