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PREFACE
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This work is something like a time capsule. It is a presentation of my personal story I like to imagine being opened in the year X thousand and seen as a little piece of history, not because I acquired any great honors or achieved anything of lasting importance to the advancement of humankind, but because, like Forrest Gump, I just happened to be there when some crucial things happened. I see it as being well within the tradition of Howard Zinn, C. Wright Mills, and my mother, all of whom maintained that history was the sum total of individual human experiences, including the experience of the individual my mother would call "the little guy." I am a little guy whose life described a somewhat unusual trajectory through a particularly significant period of history, one who was born taking notes and who ended up still able to write them up coherently.

The time period covered is from my birth in the middle of World War II through the 1960s and 70s. It includes the Civil Rights Movement, the Free Speech Movement (FSM), the movement against the Vietnam War and the Women's Movement, in all of which I was active as a dedicated non-leader, with the exception of a little-known and highly local women's rebellion I led, reluctantly, to complete failure. It covers my experience as a dropout country hippie and a drop-in anthropologist studying dropout country hippies, and tapers down through my continuing activism and short journalistic career to, more or less, the present. Four chapters (12 to 15) are devoted to describing, outside the general chronology of my life, the importance of issues that were key to the culture during my lifetime and especially key to me. These are racism, sexism, and religion, each of which is best approached from the standpoint of its own chronology - a developmental approach as well as within the timeline of my life.

What I consider unusual about my trajectory, among other things, is that, in opposition to the stereotype that leftist activists come from "un-American" roots, i.e., they are second or third generation emigrants from eastern European countries, my claim to being American by that criterion is unassailable. My first American ancestors, Llewellyns, lived in Virginia in the 1630s. I have ancestors in Georgia who were legislators before the American Revolution. Not that any of that matters in a democracy, just that self-righteous right-wingers, some prominent ones only second-generation Americans themselves, cannot dismiss me on those grounds. No, I'm not a Russian-Jewish commie child of recent immigrants, I'm the descendant of white English and Irish emigrants who were here before it was a country, well, except for that one black great-grandma. Beyond that, I am a Southerner, from generations of Southerners, who left the South to escape the most oppressive aspects of Southern culture. I am certainly not the first cracker to have done that, but in my lifetime I have met only one other Southern ex-pat from a family as poor as mine who did that, and even hers was more educated - I believe I have a unique viewpoint in terms of class and region.

In addition, I dropped out in the 70s, after being essentially kicked out, to become part of the back-to-the-land movement, a move that shocked my Berkeley academic contemporaries to the core, and then I dropped back in and wrote a book about the community I joined, shocking some of my hippie contemporaries to the core. During each of those whiplash-inducing changes, I remained much more observant than those around me, including self-observant, so that I believe I can provide to the mystified an especially cogent explanation of what the hell happened. My status as a non-leader also makes my story somewhat unusual, as all the sources for the social movements of the 60s and 70s I have encountered are by or about the leaders. I maintain that there is something to be learned from those who were informed and critical, but never held a leading role.

No claim is made to historical analysis or even how far you can generalize from my experience, since part of my intention is to counter the widely held view of sixties activists as spoiled middle-class brats with the story of a sixties activist who was anything but that. It is an argument from exception, true, but it is not really an argument. It is simply data and, perhaps, an example, positive or negative, to individuals not concerned with historical analysis, of one humble life informed by a refusal to live quietly with the status quo. In that sense, it can be considered an oral history that got written down instead of recorded. Some portion of it was even derived from oral interviews done with me for films, radio talk shows, books, news articles, and magazines. As such, it may be of interest to cultural historians, anthropologists, activists in historic and contemporary movements, feminists, literate hippies, and people who just like weird stories.

A word on methodology is required addressing, in particular, the role of memory, said by the experts to be generally unreliable. When I was approached in the 1980s to be interviewed as a potential participant in the documentary film Berkeley in the Sixties, I had to tell Mark Kitchell, producer and director, that I had many excruciatingly vivid memories of my involvement with events in Berkeley, from 1962 to 1971, but they were all stuck together haphazardly in my head, in a manner resembling conglomerate rock, or a ball of yarn much played with by a cat. So traumatic had it all been, I told him, and I had for so long ever since been living on the fringe of American life, that I had only the dimmest sense of sequence. Only the most crucial of the actual dates were attached to anything I remembered. I could remember the event as it happened to me, with all the attendant emotion, but I was never, save once, a part of the negotiating body and rarely part of the discussion. I could hardly provide the full historical context of any particular event and I sometimes could not say which thing happened first. It would be the view from the bottom, on the ground, from the heart and through the lens of where I was at, at the time.

Mark told me that did not matter - he had a damn fine timeline of events in Berkeley and I could use it to refresh my memory. As it turned out, Mark told me, other participants in the film were quite startled that I could not attach some particular images to specific dates and events, and I have found through years of subsequent interviews that I sometimes cannot speak - or write - of some events in my life without experiencing uncontrollable shaking coming straight from my gut. It has been an argument in favor of telephone interviews, which allow me to conceal my physical symptoms. I attribute both the shaking and the poor sequential memory to lingering PTSD. A great benefit of participating in the film, for me, was that it did, in fact, help me tease out threads from the tangle and begin to arrange them more systematically.

The initial interview, my audition, essentially, took place for many hours one day in the front yard of writer Ray Raphael in Redway, California, in the early 1980s. My deal with Mark, who recorded the interview, was that if a written transcript were created from the recording, he would send me a copy for my own use. I have the soul of a librarian and had worked in library archives - I knew the transcript could be important to someone, sometime, as a primary document. I even suspected it might be important to me. So, between the transcript, the film and my library and online research, I have, for the most part, been able to attach my personal memories to the documented historical timeline, evaluate their historical accuracy and, in some cases, to provide the general context in which the events occurred. I have made it an exercise to scrutinize every story for the possibility that, in telling it over the years, I took some literary license, simplifying or combining details so as not to bore my listeners, but preserving the essential truth, then remembered my edited version rather than the original version. I have carefully pared away anything that looks suspect to me in that regard, and have tried to research as many historical details as possible in an effort to keep my memory on the straight and narrow.

I had to do a certain amount of reading to untangle the mess of memories further and map them onto chronologies provided by other writers. For that purpose, I am especially indebted to Robert Cohen, whose biography of FSM leader Mario Savio brought much of the Berkeley days back to me, and Gilbert King, whose account of the KKK in my hometown just before I got there revealed to me how much closer I was to the Civil Rights Movement and Black History than even I had suspected. My research for this book was full of surprises. In my zeal to bolster memory with facts, I even went so far as to call the office of the junior high school to which I was bused across town in the 7th grade, to see if my memory of approaching the school via streets full of mansions, landscaped yards and country clubs was accurate. It turned out that the secretary, a black woman who could only now, after integration, have held that job, not only validated my memory, but was deeply interested in my viewpoint and life story, once she learned I had lived only a little over a mile from Liberty City, the "colored section" of Miami. We had a great half-hour conversation on race and class lines in Miami, then and now, one I suspect would have gotten her in trouble had it been known.

I have been as truthful as possible under the circumstances, acknowledging the limitations of memory, and I believe there is a lot of truth here. Some names have been omitted or changed, to protect both the guilty and the innocent, and I didn't tell you everything, but if I doubted my memory in any instance and could not verify it with research, I left it out. Any readers suspecting inaccuracy or distortion have my permission to read portions of the book or even the entire book, except references cited, as fiction. It will still contain some truth.

In Berkeley in the Sixties, FSM leader Michael Rossman sums up the influence of the sixties on my generation by saying, "You could spend the rest of your life working out the issues that were raised by the FSM." If it could fit on a tombstone, that one sentence could be my epitaph. Although I started working on those issues before the advent of the Free Speech Movement, that earthshaking event focused them for me in a way that could not be undone. I was set on a path of activism that led me away from everything I had ever dreamed of having but toward a life I could never regret. I have here described that path as accurately and as truthfully as I know how.
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Jentri Anders, wearing the coat she made from fabric bought during her first real marijuana trip. She submitted this photograph to the University of California, Berkeley, Anthropology Department for their records, unaware that the file existed for the edification of prospective employers, thereby probably blacklisting herself from any future academic position.
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HOW I GOT THAT WAY

On a spring day in Cleveland, Ohio, 2 children are walking on the steep roof of a 2-story home in a lower middle class area of town. They are handsome children. The boy is 14, dark haired and slim; the girl, 10, yellow-blonde and blue-eyed. They have climbed up a gigantic plum tree, just starting to bud after a snowy winter. They call to each other, walking on the edge of disaster, but mostly they call taunts to their little sister, only 4, much too small to climb the tree. She is round-faced and also blonde, though her wavy hair is darker than her sister's. With solemn gray eyes she regards them, high above her, shouting down to her with glee, "You can't come up here, you're too small." Just before her eyes brim over and her face dissolves into crying, a state that will characterize her childhood, their father, tall and terrifying, roars at the older 2 to come down. It is not their safety that troubles him, it turns out, but the potential damage to the roof.

On a different day, this one deep into wintertime, with snow everywhere, a group of children has gathered around a cement goldfish pond, where ice has formed, perhaps a half inch thick. The little girl is there, with her older sister, but she cannot see what everyone is looking at because she is so short. She exclaims, "I want to see, too." The older girl picks her up and stands her on the wide cement ledge of the pond, 2 feet high in the air. As she looks down and tries to process what she is seeing, she feels two hands in the middle of her back, shoving. The next thing she knows is terrible cold and she is inhaling water. She can see the underside of the ice. She has never been in water other than her bath and has never learned to swim. This being-under-water experience is completely new to her. Hands reach to pull her out, but no one seems to be in a hurry to get her home and warm. For 60 years, she will believe that a bully named Bruce has pushed her in and she will have negative encounters with boy and men bullies named Bruce, but she finally realizes that who pushed her in was the same person who stood her on the ledge, the very person assigned to protect her, her big sister.

All of my memories of Cleveland, the city of my birth, are not as bad as those two. Neither are all my memories of my older siblings, my strange mother and my scary father that negative. But, the two stories make handy metaphors for my experience of my childhood - places I could not go but my siblings could; places I was forced to go and did not want to; my sister and brother all-powerful and often tormenting, high above me. The plum tree and the ice-pond, though not unusual as childhood stories in themselves, have been with me all my life as evocative images. Not until I reached college and was able to compare notes with students who had grown up in normal families did I understand that, although my story is by no means the worst to be found among my childhood friends, none of my college friends even believed me when I told them my stories of home. I soon learned to shut up about them.
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A Long Line of Crackers
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To understand who I am, you have to understand who I came from as much as where I came from, starting with the fact that I come from a long line of "crackers." That word, in my family, was not pejorative. It was simply what you called Florida and Arkansas pioneers. Etymology not being a thing in my family, I only learned in my adolescence that the "crack" part referenced cracking whips over mules and only with the Civil Rights Movement that the mule explanation was a cover for the deeper meaning of cracking whips over the backs of slaves. We were actually somewhat proud of being crackers, rather than Yankees, but only deep in the privacy of our own home.

Since critics of the student movements of the sixties are so fond of characterizing us as rich, spoiled, and ungrateful brats or the children of un-American commie immigrants, none of us patriotic, I will elaborate a bit on my family history. It is a defensive argument from exception, perhaps, but I do not think I am as much an exception as the popular view would have it. Far from from being rich, my immediate family was a product of the Great Depression, lower eschelon. We are characterized by an unassailable work ethic and extreme upward mobility stemming from my parents' determination to ditch the poverty of their parents and rise above our humble cracker roots. In that endeavor, my parents and my siblings succeeded spectacularly. I bailed in the late sixties, dropped out of the class race and, in the eyes of my family, fell backwards a generation or two.

Having in my retirement become interested in researching my genealogy, I now know that I can claim ancestors on both sides who arrived on this continent in the 1600s. Whether they arrived indentured, I do not know, except in the case of one ancestor who arrived rich and bought land. Along those lines, having always thought Llewellyn to be one of the classiest names around, I was delighted to discover that my earliest ancestor born in America, Eady, or Edie, Llewellyn, or Lewillin, was born around 1640 in Virginia. That may be my one claim to classy. My mother's ancestors settled Arkansas, early on, and my father's settled Florida, early on. My mother's side are hillbillies who moved to town and my father's are swamp rats who never did. My mother was especially proud of her pioneer great-grandparents, who came from Ohio down the Ohio River to Arkansas on a barge, a story I was able to confirm. My father was especially proud of his mother, a midwife who, he claimed, "delivered half the population of Hardee County." Most of my European ancestors, originally from England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and Germany, have lived in Arkansas, Georgia, and Florida since long before the war they called the War Between the States. Most of them were farmers or farm workers, at least according to census records, but one of the farmers, according to my mother, was also a "hardshell" Baptist circuit-riding preacher. I am, as an interesting aside, also kissing cousin to Jesse James, through a shared 5 times great-grandma. I believe there can be no question on my claim to Americana.

Those are my white ancestors. When the black ones my research turned up got here, I cannot say. According to my DNA analysis, 4% of my genes came from Africa and, of those ancestors, all I know is that they were from the Bantu gene population and that there are black families in Georgia who share a variation of that family name, Harn, with me. My ancestor Harn came from Ireland, bought land, established a plantation, owned slaves and served on a Georgia legislative body before the American Revolution.The younger siblings in that family migrated in a block to Florida after the Civil War and one of their descendants, my great-grandmother, is listed in the 1910 census as a "mulatto." I, no doubt, owe my black genes to my male Harn ancestors. Assuming my black ancestors were slaves, and it is hard to imagine any other scenario, it is probably safe to say that their genes entered the white gene pool via rape by slaveowners, since consensual sex would seem unlikely.

I often wondered, growing up, why my father could produce a number of family names but seemed to draw a blank on just who his father's mother was. I had to drag the name Harn out of him late in his life. When I discovered, after his death, just how prestigious were the Harns, I then had to wonder why our connection to them was so downplayed. I now realize I was deprived of that familial prestige by virtue of being descended from the black branch of the family. With the exception of the Harns, everyone in my family history was poor but fairly respectable; at least that is my mother's claim. However, the tall tale that my father's grandmother was part-Indian was apparently considered less than respectable by somebody, since I never heard even that doctored story until I was a teenager. I was bemused to find that, not only was the Indian story a lie, but that it was only one among many lies I discovered in my genealogical quest. Another late-breaking secret was that my paternal grandmother was not, as I had been told, just adopted. She was a love child, raised by her own grandparents as one of their own children, something not hard to do in a time when people might have 15 children. Southerners are big on secrecy and that is a variable that has figured large in my story.

Whatever happened to that loose-living great-grandma after she gave birth to my grandma, no one seems to know. Only her name remains, buried deep on a census list, but she is not the only unwed mother I discovered hiding in my tree. They are my sisters, as well as my ancestors. Closer to my generation, the rebuttals to my mother's picture of our respectability still abound. My father's father was, at one point in his life, a moonshiner - I saw the still, out in the woods, myself - and my dad and all my uncles are said to have been hellraisers when they were young. On the other hand, the other grandfather, whom I never knew, was a guard on a chain gang. One great-grandfather was a lifetime cop and one of my aunts was a "matron" at a prison in Florida. So, it seems, there were slaves, slaveowners, preachers, lawbreakers, lawkeepers, and even, if you go back far enough, Quakers, amongst my kin; but, as far as I know, I am the first one with a rap sheet.

I am now convinced that the lie about our being part Indian was made up by one of my ancestors, perhaps the one that passed as white, to cover up the African descent. In any case, regardless of whatever shame may have been attached, I derived a certain portion of my self-identity from the lie. This spurious Native American connection was never mentioned by my parents until I brought it up, after overhearing conversations among my aunts and uncles and putting those together with the ersatz clue that I now think my grandparents went out of their way to plant in my 8-year-old head.

The clue my grandparents gave me was taking me to a revival meeting at a church on a Seminole reservation and then telling me the children I saw there "could well be your cousins." They did not elaborate further. I had to remember and ponder it for years. I thought maybe there were churches where, instead of calling each other "Brother This" and "Sister That," there were churches that called each other "Cousin So and So." It was the only explanation I could come up with. I now believe that even my father knew about his grandma, since he once warned me not to search his family tree because the courthouse containing all the records had burned down. I have yet to nail down that potential lie. My grandparents may have organized the trip to the Seminole reservation because they were determined that I should know the Seminole story. In addition to covering up the truth about Granny Mary Ann, they would have seen it as undermining my parents' pretensions to the middle class which, according to my father, they saw as a rejection of them, which it probably was, in part. I was always aware that my parents' upward mobility was an intergenerational source of tension. I'm sure my grandfather would have done it just to annoy my mother. I can hear him cackling now.

One problem with the Seminole lie is that nobody in my family especially looks either African or Native American except Granny Mary Ann, who does look a bit exotic, in addition to dark, old, and miserable, in her picture. Her appearance became important to me, still believing in her Native American genes, as part of my own self-image. I identified with her a bit because my great-aunts remarked, when I was introduced to them at a family reunion as a child, that I looked like "Babe," their sister, who I then heard looked like her mother, Granny Mary Ann. I have lined up the pictures of the 3 of us - myself, Aunt Babe, and Granny Mary Ann - and it is indeed true that I resemble both of them by having prominent high cheekbones that would be consistent with either Native American or African genes.

The whole Native American thing is important to my story both as an example of how traditionally Southern my family is in being secretive - it is one more family secret I had to find out on my own - and in that it has been part of my self-image all my life, figuring into my choice to become an anthropologist. I put it all together - the trip to the reservation; the half-heard jokes at family reunions; my mother's vehement denial when I claimed my resemblance to Granny Mary Ann and finally got my father to tell me the story. He claimed I was 1/8 Seminole. It gave me great pleasure to think I was mixed race when contemplating how hard my mother had tried to convince me that I was a WASP, the pleasure being my own little rebellious secret.

To that purpose, the change of a tiny portion of my genetic heritage from Native American to African makes little difference and the Celtic line can be included here, to some extent, as well. American, yes. Pure WASP, no. In any case, the implication of my family history to my own history is that I am descended from independent and rebellious people, in spite of my mother's claim that we were nothing but normal and respectable. If there is anything to the idea of genetic behavioral traits, rebellion is in my genes, as well as a family tradition. At least, leaving home and striking out from authority seems to be. My father liked to joke that my early departure from home was only carrying on his family's long-standing tradition of getting as far away as possible from each other as soon as possible. Pioneers, swamp rats, moonshiners, descendants of slaves who fled racism - it is a part of my family history that bespeaks self-reliance, independence, and questioning of authority, co-existing with the bigger part that contains the preachers, police, farmers, and slaveowners. It is the part with which I most identify.

Since critics of student activism in the sixties or, indeed, any left-leaning activism, delight in impugning the patriotism of activists, a word or two on that subject is relevant here. I love my country for being an experiment in social equality and individual freedom. I view my own patriotism as being expressed in my willingness to defend those ideals and to further them where possible. I find that, frequently, those who attack my patriotism and that of my friends, on the basis that we did not serve in the military, did not themselves serve in the military, which, to me, negates their argument on the face of it.

However, for those who equate patriotism with military service, I would point out that there are military people everywhere in my family. My two blood uncles, the one on each side who lived to adulthood, were both decorated veterans of World War II, one in the Navy and the other a Marine. The only reason my father was not also a decorated war hero is that he was a steelworker when the war broke out and steelworkers were more needed at home. My brother was in the Navy and my brother-in-law is a retired and decorated career Marine officer. My nephew and 3 of my 4 husbands were also in the military and one of them is a Vietnam veteran. Some may not wish to count my great-grandfather, who was in the Confederate army, but my Southern family certainly would. If patriotism equates to the military, then we got patriotism in spades in my family.
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One thing we all have in my immediate family that is a somewhat questionable asset is high intelligence. I have learned, in the course of my life, that speaking of one's intelligence is bad form. Even failing to conceal it, in some circumstances, is bad form. This need to conceal something so integral to my life experience and the negative experiences that emerged from my failure to do so adequately has played a large role in the development of my personality. In the present circumstance, however, telling the truth about my life requires that I drop all pretense, even about that. It is an inherited trait over which I had no control. When I speak of it, I am speaking only of scores on dubious ethnocentric tests. My high score has given me some advantages and, to a large degree, some disadvantages in life, but it is a part of my life story that cannot be ignored in favor of decorum. I have opted, in this circumstance, to let it all hang out.

Where this family trait came from, none of us can say, but I have no doubt that it affected everyone in my family in one way or another. Growing up, we all assumed the high intelligence came from my father. It was only after years of militant feminism on my part that I realized we all probably made that assumption based on the verbal abuse my mother received in our hearing, from our father. To the degree that high intelligence is genetic, it is as easy now to think of my mother as the source as it is my father, especially since, according to a genealogical app now discontinued, we are related to the legendary British scientific Huxleys, through my mother's line.

My brother, Lewis Arnold, Jr., called "Jacky" or "Jack" throughout his and my childhood - following arcane Southern nickname rules - was chosen as a child during World War II to be part of what would now be called a "gifted child" program. I grew up hearing him described as a genius and envied him that he had been allowed to skip grades and was encouraged in school to expand his mind freely. I, myself, was bored to tears until I went to college, not to mention harassed, bullied, shunned, and hated for my intelligence, which I was never able to conceal enough.

Being a hopeless nerd placed a major barrier between me and any hope I may have had of popularity. It was a dynamic that continued throughout my childhood. On my first day of school, my schoolmates chased me home, throwing green avocados and sharp-edged coral rocks at me all the way. When I got home, there was no one to save me because my mother had started working. The original latchkey kid, I found the key in the hiding place while avocados rained down on me and only escaped when I was finally able to unlock the door. It was merely a preview of coming attractions. My first grade schoolmates hated me because I could already read. The first grade teacher also hated me because I could already read, thereby robbing her of complete control over how I would be taught. In the 1950s, there was a backlash against the accelerated programs that had been available to my brother and such programs were now frowned upon. This meant that my teachers were mostly at a loss as to what to do with me. I spent many hours in school hiding my book inside my desk and reading it in bad light, after finishing my school work long before my schoolmates had. The upshot of the reading skill in combination with the bullying was that books have always been much more my friends than people have.

The bullying was probably inspired by the fact that I was always the smallest, the youngest and among the smartest persons in my class. Being among the poorest, as well, did not help matters. It has taken me a lifetime to figure out that I probably was, de facto, an accelerated student. This was no doubt the result of my mother charming the principal of the school to accept me into first grade in spite of the fact that my birthday fell just a bit too late. I realize now that that may have been exactly why she put so much effort into teaching me to read before I entered school - to have an excellent argument for why I should be made an exception to the age cutoff date. I need not have envied my brother being placed a grade ahead because they placed me a grade ahead and never bothered to tell me. It was not just my schoolmates and my teachers who reacted negatively to this aspect of my personality. When my intelligence was tested in the fifth grade, my mother was told it was extremely high and, paradoxically, she immediately launched into efforts to either stifle it or train me to hide it. It was definitely not, in her view, an asset in seeking a husband. If we are looking for the threads of rebellion, there is a very good one, right there.

It was my parents' intelligence, as well as their work ethic, that resulted in their great success in overcoming poverty and lack of education. My father, Lewis Arnold, Sr., who dropped out in the third grade, took a correspondence course and taught himself to be a machinist - no mean feat, in my view. He was careful always to state that, officially, he was a "maintenance man," that to be truly considered a machinist, one had to have a college degree. But, he told me, he was often called upon to design or redesign machinery and did that well, performing the actual work that a machinist does. The fact that he could never be promoted to machinist because of his lack of a college degree was a source of great frustration to him. As a "Daddy's girl," I grew up knowing this, since he often confided in me. As a child, on days of great boredom, I would crawl under the desk, where our limited library was kept on a shelf in the knee space, and look at the books from the correspondence class, the only books I am aware that my father ever owned, and marvel at the intricate drawings of cogs, fan belts, pistons, levers, and screws. The machines in our house always purred.

My father's job also, I learned as a teenager, required enormous courage and nerves of steel. He made it a point at all the jobs he had when I was growing up and past babyhood, to take me to his workplace and show me what he did all day to "keep food on the table." He took me with him once to the paper mill in Miami when he went to pick up his check and I was very impressed by the huge machines and by the awful smell. But, when he took me to the mine, he scared me much more, I think, than he meant to. At that job, he was in charge of maintaining the second largest dragline in the world, strip mining phosphate. A dragline is a crane with a huge dangling shovel. Over a 6-story deep pit, there towered a dragline at least another 6 stories high. My father, he told me, sometimes had to put on a safety harness and climb to the top of that crane hanging over that gigantic pit and work on it. Not only that, he said, but he had to train other people to do it. My fear for him, at that moment, overshadowed the anger I was then experiencing at his intransigence about my fantastical educational aspirations.

My mother, Annie Pearl Gentry, managed to make it to the eighth grade, a few years after which, as closely as I can make out through the family secretiveness, she became pregnant with my brother out of wedlock and married my father in what must have been a shotgun wedding, when she was 16 and he was 22. Each of us children had to piece this family shame together on our own, comparing my brother's birthdate with the date of our parents' wedding anniversary, a date I uncovered only by sneaking into my parents' bedroom when they were at work and looking into the forbidden top drawer to view their marriage certificate. They never celebrated their wedding anniversary, though that was not especially strange, since no one I ever knew, except my grandparents, did, and then only the really big ones. That fact was a clue for my brother and sister, but I only needed the marriage certificate and my mental file of things yelled during fights to figure it out.

My mother, in spite of her truncated education, read avidly before I was born and I remember how envious I was of my sister, Audrey, that she could have conversations with my mother about books they had both read, in addition to movies they had all seen, places they had all been, and my mother's father, Grandaddy Jack, whom they had all known. It was one more thing that put me on the outside. My mother believed so strongly that reading was the path upward that she taught all 3 of us to read and write long before we entered first grade. In the case of my siblings, attending as they both did, middle-class schools in the 40s, this was a good thing. In my case, due to the different history of the 50s in a poor neighborhood, it was disastrous.

Mama, as we called her long before "Mom" had been made the American word by TV, never had a full-time job before I entered first grade, though I have heard her refer to a part-time job she had once held coloring photographs by hand, long before color film. In Cleveland, throughout the early childhood of my sister and all of my brother's childhood, she was a stay-at-home mother, though I suspect that that one part-time job had given her a little taste of what might be good about having one's own job. When I have expressed to my brother my envy that neither he nor my sister experienced being a "latchkey kid" as I did, he has brought me up sharply. His experience of her, expressed to me after we had attended not one, but two, memorial services for her wherein my sister and I had found good things to say but he had remained silent, was that all she had been to him was the person who saved up reports for my father all day so that when he got home from work he could "beat the crap out of me." To him, I was the lucky one. I only had to spend my childhood alone or in hiding. I was too often and too late in life spanked, but, unlike my siblings, I was only beaten once with a belt, the non-buckle end.

My mother began her own personal upward journey in earnest after we moved from Cleveland to Miami. Our already shaky fortunes having plummeted with the loss of my father's union job, my mother had to work. She went to maid school - I forbear to engage in euphemism by using the modern phrase "housekeeper." She was a maid at the famous Fontainebleau hotel in Miami Beach for years, then moved up to seamstress at a dry cleaning shop near the Opa-Locka Marine Corps Air Station, 2 or 3 miles from our home in Miami. This experience enabled her to later be hired as a Singer saleslady and sewing teacher when I was in high school, a job she held for 25 years and won award after award for.

This was her dream job. She wore to it beautiful suits she had made for herself, was treated with the utmost respect, was for years the sewing judge at the Polk County fair, and her fellow employees at the store were her best friends. The respect was important, since she had experienced so very little of it from any other quarter before that. Her central goal in life was to be respectable, a fact that worked to her daughters' great detriment, and she achieved it, coming finally to model herself after Lady Bird Johnson. It is sad that she is not now alive so that I could tell her that, according to one genealogy source, Lady Bird Johnson was a distant cousin of ours. (If I could tell her that, I would carefully avoid telling her about the Jesse James connection, which is also through her line.)

When she joked to me that many people assumed she had a college degree in Home Economics and that she was pleased to allow them to think so, I was evolved enough by then that I did not sneer, even quietly in my mind. I was and am extremely proud of her - the guts of it, the perseverance of it, her refusal to be beaten down spiritually by either my father or her patriarchal surroundings or her humble beginnings. She always knew what she wanted and, whatever feelings the 3 of us may have about her mothering skills, she, by God, got it in the end. Respectability, to her great chagrin, was not what I wanted, but I am proud that she got it.

My intelligence, as well as that of my siblings, could have been inferred just from the fact that we were reading in kindergarten, but mine and my brother's were also quantified and I am sure that that affected us both. If my sister ever knew her Stanford-Binet score, I am not aware of it, but Jack's was surely known when he was placed in the accelerated program and mine was known when we were all tested in the fifth grade. The number, whatever it was, was carefully concealed from me, anti-intellectualism being then at its height, but I got myself tested again as a freshman in college, pondering whether I should try to join Mensa, and the number was 145.

I was only allowed to know two things from my fifth grade test. One was that I was reading at the level of a freshman in college, higher than anyone else in the school, and the other was that I had a very active imagination. One of my mother's central goals after that was to stamp out the vivid imagination, if possible, and teach me to conceal the reading level. She would invalidate almost anything I told her by attributing it to my "overactive" imagination, a procedure quickly adopted by my sister, and ridicule any creative efforts I made by whatever means possible, to thwart any dreams I might have had of being anything but a good wife.

The reading itself, strangely, did not alarm her. I was free to read whatever I could get my hands on, as were all 3 of us, and books were, indeed, my only escape from the fear, violence, and threats of violence that colored my childhood. I spent the summer after fourth grade in our next door neighbor's closet, attempting to read her entire set of the World Book Encyclopedia because she, a closet intellectual, had told me if I read them all I "would know everything there is to know." They were stored in her closet because her house, like ours, was tiny and cramped and, in her case, there were far too many people in the house, none of whom had any use for encyclopedias.

Unlike Jacky's and mine, my sister's grades were average and she did not attend college until after her children were grown. She attributes her relative failure to shine scholastically to the fact that she is intensely left-handed. In fact, in our immediate family, only my mother and I were not left-handed - another factor that contributed to my feeling shut out. If we were going to be in groups, I wanted to be in a group with anyone but my mother. So left-handed was my father that the guitar I inherited from him still springs out of tune occasionally, from having been strung backwards for so long before I got it and had the bridge and nut recut for normal stringing. Aside from giving me unwanted similarities to my mother, the left/right dichotomy figured into my development in that it caused a few fights, revealing just how close to the surface, at any given time, was unexpressed anger in my family. I include it in this discussion to provide color.

Our kitchen was so tiny that all of us could only fit around the dinner table at the same time if lefties were not seated next to righties, causing dueling elbows. Seats were assigned and there was no changing them. This arrangement included planning, as well, so that the refrigerator door never had to be opened during dinner, requiring the lefties to all shuffle down the hall to make room for it. Should that happen, the tension that boiled around our every meal could explode on a dime into a scene that featured everyone but me screaming while I cowered under the table or dived out the back door and ran to the washhouse. One of my most vivid memories of such a family melee was when I failed to get the catsup out of the fridge before dinner and getting it during dinner required my father to get up from his seat so that the fridge door could be opened. For him to get up, everyone had to get up and his anger got passed down through the ranks to me, maybe 6 at the time.

Either my sister or my brother could sit next to Daddy, or near the quick escape provided by the back door, but I never could. The importance of this decreased later on, since my brother left home at 16, when I was only 6, and my sister contrived to be absent from dinner as much as possible when she got old enough. The leftie/rightie problem only surfaced then on Sundays and holidays after Audrey got married to a rightie and seating assignments had to be reshuffled when they visited.

Audrey, apparently unlike Jacky, received no special indulgence at school for being left-handed. Since some key family decisions affecting me were inspired by a desire to prevent me from following her negative example, I have wondered how much of her negative example stemmed from her frustrations around being left-handed. When she was a child, every effort was made to convince lefties that they were righties and their left-handedness was only obstinance, with which my sister was abundantly supplied to start with. She tells of having her pencil removed from her left hand and placed in her right and being punished if she put it back. It is easy to imagine how this might slow you down, even if you came to school already reading and writing. But, I attribute much of her trouble to the combination of her handedness with her gender, knowing full well that, in our world at that time, a left-handed boy genius like my brother, who would be seen as a potential asset during the war, was surely treated with more patience than a left-handed girl genius, who would not have been seen as such an asset during the war or after it or - ever.

Audrey was, however, the most artistic of the 3 of us, not counting music, and she faced down her husband and her parents as a young adult to take a correspondence art course. I remember the fights. She was also the most courageous, if you do not mind confusing courage with daredevilment. She terrified me with the chances she took, not to mention the danger she led me into when she was supposed to be watching out for me. From various of my childhood hiding places, I would view her with alarm, resolving that, when I was old enough, I would never tempt fate as she did and would thereby, hopefully, avoid some of the pain, psychological and physical, to which her adventures led her. I resolved that I would be like my brother in that I would go to college but, unlike him, I would make a plan for my life in high school and then follow it doggedly. So much for plans. Here's to John Lennon - both of us born on October 9 - who famously said, "Life is what happens to you while you're making other plans."
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Moving On Up
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My family was of the class Vance Packard, in his book The Status Seekers, calls "upper working class."[1] Packard defines that group as consisting of people with jobs requiring some training, but not higher education. They are frequently foremen, supervisors, skilled workmen, and retail sales persons, but never management. In terms of both occupation and education, that is an exact description of both my parents during my adolescence and after all their children had left home. As far as I know, my generation in my family was not only the first to go to college and the first to obtain graduate degrees, but also the first to graduate from high school. It is possible that some of my father's siblings might have graduated from high school but, if so, I am not aware of it and I know that my mother's siblings did not. The line between the upper working class and the lower middle class, in Packard's scheme, is the hardest class line to cross.

Luckily, my parents had not read Packard and so were not discouraged from struggling up the class ladder. My immediate family's history is a saga of one generation flinging itself and the next one over that line. My own personal saga is one of beating my head bloody trying to get over that line and then saying "to hell with it," and joining the counterculture, which claimed to be outside the class system. When I graduated from high school, I was aiming higher than either of my siblings - and I did, from a purely academic standpoint, win that race by attending more prestigious universities and attaining a useless doctorate, but my high shot ricocheted off the great wall of the sixties and I did not, as planned, end up a professor.

From the standpoint of money, we were poor, but respectable, a status my parents protected ferociously. They were very concerned lest anyone consider us "poor white trash," a characterization they had no compunctions about applying to certain affinal relatives. When I applied for financial aid my second year in college (which I did not get), my family was classified by the financial aid office as being in the lowest category of poor. There was no question that I qualified in terms of need or academic promise. (Why I did not receive the financial aid has never been clear to me, though I suspect that my by-then sullied reputation may have been a factor.) But, if we were poor, we were extremely upwardly mobile.

I did not encounter the idea that the line from upper working class to lower middle class is the hardest one to cross until I read Packard, but my experience in life and my observations of my colleagues certainly confirm that idea. If my parents cannot be said to have crossed Packard's line into the lower middle class in any way but appearances, there can be no doubt that my siblings made it. The intelligence probably fed into the upward mobility and everyone but me ended up solidly in Packard's lower or middle middle class. Audrey married a career Marine stationed at Opa-Locka and, not without unbelievable struggle on both their parts, ended up an officer's wife. He had worked "up through the ranks" to ... I am not even clear what rank he is, now, retired. Strange it was to visit them after his retirement, go to the PX with my sister and be in a car that was saluted everywhere on "the base" in Jacksonville. It made me very uneasy. Jack married a future lawyer, settled in D.C. and worked himself so high in the Department of Justice that I am not even allowed to know what, exactly, he did before retirement. It had to do with computers.

Yet, for all the weight my mother put on teaching us to read early, my parents were skeptical when my brother went to college and downright apoplectic when I proposed going to college. By the time Audrey went, they were only mildly bewildered. In my case, there were endless arguments, some physically violent, questioning why a woman would need a college degree. I had a "good" job as a clerk typist, why couldn't I do that until I got married? This argument was rendered somewhat weak by my unpopularity with the boys, but I was only 17. (All the women in my family up to that point had been married by age 16, except my sister, who made it to 18.) Perhaps there was still hope that I would land a husband and evade the shame of spinsterhood.

Another factor in our push to move up was certainly our work ethic, which in my case backfired by giving me the experience of early independence. When placed in a social environment composed of overprotected middle-class females who had never worked, it turned out to be a formula for mutual resentment. As a child, I had an allowance as far back as I can remember, that was directly related to my doing my chores. If I did not do my chores or complained about them, it was very simple. On top of other punishments, I was sure to lose my allowance.

I got my first job, along with my Social Security number, at age 13, doing part-time seasonal inventory at a "merchantile" store. I began working part-time as a waitress and carhop at age 16, living with another family and paying for my own room and board, which gave me the feeling of, if not the reality of, complete economic independence. Because of this early experience of independence, I was especially sensitive thereafter to infantilization because I had been, in my own mind, supporting myself since age 16. I was far more used to adulthood when I entered college than universities and colleges were at that time accustomed to seeing, at least in females. I was, therefore, preset to rebel against authority because college was, for me, a major step backwards in maturation. It was a setup for conflict with college administrations based on the concept of in loco parentis.

A somewhat related concept deriving from my family status and history is that all of the women married early. Marriage at 14, 15, or 16 was the norm because women were considered adults at that point and ready to take on the work of women, which was only fully possible through marriage. It is true that they were still dependent as women, that they had just traded their fathers for their husbands, but they were expected to handle adult women's responsibilities and work. There is no such thing as a teenager in my family history, for either sex, in spite of the rise of this concept during my childhood. In my family, you worked at your appropriate age level, starting before your memory did. Your goal in life, if you were a man, was to get a job, a good-paying job if possible, but any job. Your goal in life, if you were a female, was to land a man as early as possible, a man with a good-paying job. It was only in my generation that "as early as possible" became "as early as possible after high school." I have no doubt that this family tradition of work, early marriage for women, and early adulthood, which was so strong that all 3 of us children were pretty much thrown out of the nest as teenagers, provided me with confidence and a sense of independence that precluded my ability to accept rules and authority that often seemed quite arbitrary to me.

In Robert Cohen's excellent biography of Mario Savio, he quotes Mario as saying that most participants in the Free Speech Movement entered college as dependents.[2] Nothing could be further from the truth in my case. I was not at all dependent. It was a big difference between me and other FSM participants, but not between me and other work-study students, though at least one of those I knew was an heiress. How she got on the federal work-study program, I could never figure out and even though she was a good friend of mine, I always harbored a bit of resentment that she was occupying a position intended for poor students. I did not know if any FSM leaders worked, like me, and it did not occur to me to wonder until much later. But, I could see that many were coming from the middle class, unlike me. My work history gave me a certain cachet in Berkeley as a real working-class intellectual and I must admit that I played that card on occasion, but I have forgiven myself on the basis that I really did not have many cards to play, socially.
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Recipe for Rebellion


[image: ]


Whatever the status of the theory among psychologists, I am a believer in the influence of birth order. I am the youngest of 3 children. My brother is 9 years older than me; my sister, 6. My parents, breaking from the pattern of their parents and relatives, and probably most people of their class, spaced their children carefully, but the one between my sister and myself was born dead, possibly due to insufficient prenatal care or nutrition. Nothing was ever said about this child, whom I learned only lately was a sister. Add more secrets.

The arithmetic of the situation, when I finally figured it out, suggested to me that I was an afterthought at best; an accident, at worst. My mother claimed to me that, unlike my brother, who was conceived out of wedlock, I was eagerly awaited, but that never convinced me that I was planned. Everything important, as my sister was pleased to report to me regularly, had already happened by the time I was born. I felt and was made to feel, that my parents and my siblings were actually something like a family, but I was a barely tolerated latecomer. Both siblings claim I was the spoiled baby, and will claim it and treat me that way to this day. My claim is that any spoiling that may have occurred ended the day my mother became a member of the work force when I was 5 and was outweighed by the intense sibling jealousy I experienced.

In addition, the sequence of events in the history of our family, combined with the big gap in the birth order, was still another reason why I grew up feeling left out and misunderstood. My siblings, in spite of my parents' low educational and job status, had a childhood that was, in many ways, middle-class and definitely urban, following a Depression-era rural babyhood. I, on the other hand, was a child during our family's economic downturn and went to high school in the backwoods. Both siblings got infinitely better schools and a mother who did not work. I got mediocre to rotten schools and a mother who pretty much ignored me once I started school, when she was not terrorizing me. Both siblings got music lessons and instruments. I had to beg for both and did not get them. It is true that I received less physical discipline than they did, I suspect because my parents had evolved slightly in their parenting skills by the time I came along, but what I did get was plenty and I took it alone. These circumstances I acknowledge as further reason for the social space between us, but neither of them do.

One might assume that a disadvantage of being one of the younger ones would relate to hand-me-downs. Some of my bitterness about birth order does relate to a lifetime of hand-me-downs, but that is not what the psychological theory is talking about. The book I read, so long ago that I cannot now cite it, said that the baby in the family will tend toward rebellion, having been at such a disadvantage in the sibling rivalry wars. This is very true in my case, exacerbated by the fact that during my childhood, both parents were usually at work, leaving me to the tender mercies of my older siblings during those times when I was not actually on my own. My first attempt to run away from home was at the age of 6, just before my brother actually did leave home at 16.

It must have been a school holiday, or a Saturday when both parents were at work. I had been left in the care of my brother and sister. They had ganged up on me and were tormenting me, taking away whatever toy or book I might pick up and mocking me when I tried to retrieve it. I finally went to my closet, gathered up as many dresses on hangars as I could carry and marched out the door with no goal in mind but to get to somewhere else. I got about 3 blocks away before both of them realized just exactly how serious I was and that I would probably keep on walking until I fell down. They surely realized how severe the punishment would be if my parents came home and found me missing. So they eventually ran after me and coaxed me into coming home. For them, I am sure, it was just a scare, but for me it was a psychodrama spelling out my position in society. It is also the earliest sign of rebellion I can remember.

The birth order people also say that if there is more than a 3-year gap between the baby and the next sibling up, the baby is going to take on aspects of an only child and that is also true in my case. My brother left when I was 6, my sister left when I was 13 but was away from home as much as my parents, or more, as soon as she entered high school. She had a long bus ride downtown to the vocational high school my parents insisted both my siblings attend rather than a nearer regular high school. I spent my entire adolescence as an only child. My sister did live with us, off and on, after her marriage when her Marine husband was overseas and, during those times, we were allies against our parents. But, mostly, I was alone.

The only child is also going to be rebellious, having been deprived of any allies and experiencing the parents as an opposing block. She will either have the rebellion crushed out of her by the parents or learn to defend herself with great skill. I am inclined to claim the latter is more true of me. This child learns to amuse herself, play alone, read and write in journals and will excel at solitary activities. This is a very accurate description of my adolescence, during which time only slight foreshadowings of later rebellion popped up through the ladylike persona demanded of me by my mother.

The influence of religion on my development cannot be overemphasized. My religious roots have much to do with my unconventional decisions in that I believed it all until I didn't. I have in my ancestry both drunks and unofficial Baptist preachers, not an uncommon pattern, though, as far as I know, nobody was ever both at once. My great-grandfather is said to have been a chaplain in the Confederate army, though no records support that claim, and to have been a "circuit rider" hardshell Baptist preacher during the rest of his lifetime in central Florida, "hardshell" meaning extremely fundamentalist. I cannot remember a time when I was not taken to church at least twice a week and, as a teenager, 3 or 4 times, counting choir practice and business meeting. My mother was as active as she could manage in the church, given that she worked hard and had a 90-minute bus ride each way to work every week day, from near Opa-Locka and Liberty City to Miami Beach.

However, the religious fervor in my house came exclusively from my mother. My father refused ever to go to church, except for one of the two times I was baptized, and only then because I begged him. He was considered by my mother and her churchy relatives, one of whom was a performing gospel singer, to be an "atheist." This intrahousehold religious schism was the source of great conflict in my family, as each of us children, at around the age of 13, questioned the need to go to Sunday school and church each and every Sunday, when my dad never went and spent his Sundays - after the unions came in - fishing.

My brother succeeded in establishing the right to not go to church, but my sister and I did not, despite our persistent efforts to gain this right, more than likely because church was more important in the bringing up of females, central to the preservation of their virginity until marriage. (It failed in my case, at least, and I presume, in my sister's, as it had failed in my mother's.) In my adult years, during which I have spent an enormous amount of time processing my Christian upbringing, I realized that, technically, my father was not an atheist. He was an agnostic, but the Christians in my world did not, and still do not, make such subtle distinctions. If you were not a member of a church, if you did not attend church, you were an atheist, even if you simply said, "I don't know."

My father's position on religion, I believe, offered me something that most of my friends did not have - the example of an atheist who was basically a good man, the kind of person I would later call a humanist. The lesson intended was that not all good people go to church, but the ones that do not will certainly go to hell. When my father died, the greatest cause of my mother's grief was that he would not go to heaven and she would, therefore, never see him again. The lesson I actually got from his agnosticism was that maybe good has nothing to do with religion. In the long run, my mother made a great mistake in raising me to be a Christian. I took it seriously, all that "love thy neighbor" stuff, and as soon as I realized that nobody really meant for you to live that way, I had to chuck my whole childhood and start all over trying to figure out how to survive as an ethical person in a "Christian" society.
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