Srila Prabhupada’s Early Days in New YorkPRIVATE 

Scene One
Narrator: Prabhupada did not know anyone in New York City, but he had a contact: Dr. Ramamurti Mishra. He had written Dr. Mishra from Butler, enclosing the letter of introduction from his sponsor. He has also phoned Dr. Mishra, who welcomed him to join him in New York.
At the Port Authority Bus Terminal, Prabhupada was met by a student of Dr. Mishra who escorted Prabhupada to an Indian festival in the city where he met Dr. Mishra and also musician Ravi Shankar.

Dr. Mishra gave Prabhupada his own room above his hatha-yoga studio near Central Park. Prabhupada was not comfortable there because Dr. Mishra's impersonal philosophy was unpalatable.

Prabhupada: (aloud as he writes) I arrived in New York City in late October 1965. The weather soon turned cold. Snow was a novelty to me. After the first snowstorm, I wondered who had whitewashed the building next door. I concluded that snow is useless. There were some record blizzards that year. It was a long, cold winter.

(rushing people bundled against the cold, noise, car horns, sirens, shouts, overlaid with snatches of  Broadway songs)

Chorus: New York! New York!

Men:

Me and Marnie O'rourke

We tripped the light fantastic

On the sidewalks of New York!

Women:

Come on along and listen to

The lullaby of Broadway,

The hip-hooray and ballyhoo

The rumble of the subway trains

The rattle of the taxis 

Male Voice: 

Give my regards to Broadway

Remember me to Herald Square.

Tell all the gang on 42nd Street

That I'll soon be there!

Chorus:

New York! New York! It's a helluva town

The Bronx is up but the Battery down

And the people ride in a hole in the ground!

Voice: We'll turn Manhattan into an isle of dreams

Voice: I guess that God must be in New York City

Duo: Start spreadin' the news

Narrator: New York City, 1965 is a city of 8 million people, financial capital of the Western World, Live Entertainment Capital of North America, the Big Apple, the City of Dreams, Mecca for thousands of "hopefuls" looking for a break. It is hardly the place for a 70 year old Swami from India bringing an austere and ancient wisdom from the East.

Voice:

Bring me your tired, your poor

Your huddled masses

Yearning to be free,

The wretched refuse

Of your teeming shores.
Scene Two
(Srila Prabhupada approaches his apartment. Three drunks are arguing outside.)

Drunk: Oh yeah?

2nd Drunk: Ask what he said.

Drunk: Get outta here! He doesn't know what he's talkin' about!

3rd Drunk: Hey, gimme a swig of that bottle!

Drunk: You awready adenough (hic) 

2nd Drunk: Ask what he told me.

Drunk: Well, he's full of 

Prabhupada: Ahem! 

3rd Drunk: Hey, it's the little Swami (hic)

(The drunks notice Srila Prabhupada and make way for him, awkwardly hiding their bottle and making drunken obeisances. He passes them and enters his room.)

Scene Two - The Burglary

Swamiji: (talking on the phone) Hello, Hare Krsna, I'm sorry to disturb you.
Voice: Oh, hello Swamiji, how are you? 

Swamiji: I am all right, but I am very upset. A thief has broken into my room while I was out. He took my typewriter and my tape machine.
Voice: Oh, I am sorry to hear that.
Swamiji: And my manuscripts.

Voice: Did you call the police?

Swamiji: The police say they can do nothing.

Voice: Well, welcome to the club, Swamiji; I just had my car stolen last week. What are you going to do?! That's life in the big city!
Swamiji: (shakes his head in disbelief) But my typewriter? My manuscripts?

Voice: Anything can be sold to feed a drug habit, Swamiji. Nothing is safe, nothing is sacred.

Swamiji: Yes, it is the Age of Kali.

Voice: Yes, it is also New York City. Take care; I'll see you later. 

Scene Three

Bill: (excitedly, hitting everyone on the shoulder to get their attention)  Hey, everybody, I went to visit the Dr. Mishra Yoga Ashram and there is a new swami there and he's really fantastic!! Why don't you come uptown with me? I think that you should come and see this swami!

(They walk across the stage and knock on the door. Srila Prabhupada answers it.)

Prabhupada: Come in, come in! Sit down here, please. I have seen you at Dr Mishra's class and now you have come to visit me. I'm so glad.

Bill: Thank you. I brought some friends to meet you.

Prabhupada: In my country, the first thing that people do when they meet is to show each other love. They exchange names, they exchange something to eat.

(Prabhupada hands each person a piece of fruit.)

Harvey: My name is Harvey Cohen. Thanks.

Bill: My name is Bill Epstein. Thank you.

Prabhupada: Everyone calls me Swamiji.

(two more guests enter)

David: Swamiji, your little room is getting kind of crowded.

Bill: Swamiji, I think that it would be better for you to move downtown, to the Lower East Side area.

Harvey: Yes. Things are really happening down there in art, music and theater.

David: Downtown is ripe. The people there are ready for what you have to say.

Bill: There's a lot of life down there. There's a lot of energy going around.

Swamiji: Well, just yesterday, there was a theft from my room. Someone took my typewriter and tape recorder. I think that I am ready to leave 100 West Seventy-second Street and move downtown.

Harvey: Well, Swamiji, I am moving to San Francisco. I am going to sublet my Artist In Residence Loft at 94 Bowery to David Allen and he has agreed that you also stay there. There's plenty of room and it's a good place for you to hold classes and chant.

Prabhupada: It seems that the time is right, I will move.

Harvey:  Take care; I'll see you later. 

Scene Four

Prabhupada: I had left Dr Misra and his ashram over "religious differences."
I said, "So I can chant but I cannot preach? Why else did I come here?" 
Perhaps it's all for the best. It would never have worked out in the Uptown Ashram. The differences between us were too great to be accommodated. Too much Mayavadi! Anyway, I have found humble lodgings on the Lower East Side. This will be better. Even if the neighborhood is not so nice, at least I am here in New York City and I have a base.  New York City! I did not expect it to be so BIG!

Narrator: Swamiji had high hopes for David Allen, the young man with whom he shared the loft space in the Bowery. If only he would give up his drug habits. He even wanted to take David to India and wrote to Sumati Moraji requesting passage for David and himself. 

Swamiji: (writing) You will be pleased to see this American boy. He is coming of a good family and is a sincere soul to this line of culture.

(David is on the other side of a screen. He is smoking and pacing about the large area muttering to himself. When he hears Swamiji coming, he quickly hides the drug.)

Swamiji: (from his side of the screen) David?

David: Ahhh … yes, Swamiji?

Swamiji: (entering) Hare Krsna.

David: Yeah, Hare. Hurray! Heh heh (coughs)

Swamiji: (Shakes head sadly and returns to his side to write. David continues to pace.)

David: (approaches partition, hesitates) Swamiji?

Swamiji: Yes, David?

David: (coming around partition) I want … I want to increase my spiritual life … immediately!

Swamiji: (laughing gently) Have patience, David, have patience.

David: But I feel so …
Swamiji: When you have such desire, Krsna will help you. He is within you; He is simply trying to see how sincere you are … But, you know … these drugs and hallucinations - they will not help your spiritual life.

David: Yeah well  but  ah I guess so, but hey, I gotta go  see you later.

Swamiji: (calling after him) Hare Krsna.

David: Yeah, Hare Krsna.

Narrator: Despite David's problems, the loft gave Swamiji a place to hold kirtans and meet with anyone who might come. The early morning sessions were often attended by musicians and their friends, who had been awake all night. He was also meeting with one rejection after another in his attempts to get financing from India from his godbrothers or from government or individuals.

 So, he was chanting, preaching and distributing prasadam, confident that his efforts would be fruitful.

(Swamiji leads a kirtan with a few hippies with odd instruments. Then he cuts up an apple and distributes the pieces to the guests.)

Swamiji: Now, this is prasadam - it is food that has been offered to Lord Krsna.

(The guests take prasadam and leave. "Good-bye, Swamiji." Yeah, thanks, Swami." "Bye." "Catch you later, man.")

Scene Five

Narrator:  But with the spring, a new mood had appeared on the street. (popular 60s music begins) The hippies, young men and women wearing Indian shirts, beads, sandals and long hair began to congregate in the streets and parks. New York, along with America and the rest of the world was being catapulted into a vibrant cultural revolution.

Music by the Beatles: 

"Let me take you down 'cause I'm going to Strawberry Fields

Nothing is real. There's nothing to get hung about

Strawberry Fields forever "

"Relax, turn off your mind and float downstream

You're only dreaming. You're only dreaming "

   There was a new spirit of inquiry in the air - a rebellion against the boring, authoritarian 1950s with its culture of acquisition. "Your happiness can be enhanced with consumer products" and "Science will change the world." And, along with a curiosity about the effects of hallucination inducing drugs, there was also a renewed interest in the wisdom of the East. And the "little swami from Vrindavan" was uniquely poised to take advantage of this new spirit of openness.

(Music intensifies. Crowd of hippies part to reveal Swamiji, marveling at the sights around him.)

1st Hippie: Hey, who's the guy with the funny robes?

2nd Hippie: Which one?

1st Hippie: The little one in pink.

2nd Hippie: Oh, yeah I don't know  pretty far out, huh?

1st Hippie: Yeah  well  later man. 

(He starts off in the direction the swami has taken.)

2nd Hippie: Peace, brother.

Narrator: But, the psychedelic search had its share of pitfalls and dangers. Some experimenters had "bad trips:"

(Scene darkens, more 60s music. A girl is seen crying. Some hippies help another because he is too intoxicated to walk.)

  Some "freaked out." There were casualties in the quest, all heavily publicized in the press. (heavy music, ex Janis Joplin)

Scene Six - The Bowery Loft

(Swamiji works on his translations on his side of divider while David is "freaking out" on the other side. David is pacing, moaning, falling to his knees and striding about making muttering and snarling noises. Swamiji is becoming increasingly alarmed but has obviously been through this before.)

Swamiji: (calls) David? David, are you all right?  David?

David: (snapping out of it momentarily) Yeah  yeah  I'm okay  okay  

(David freezes, totally absorbed in something. Swamiji shakes his head and goes back to work. Starting softly, a long, slow wail flows out of David. It grows louder and louder until Swamiji puts his hands to his ears. Swamiji gets up and hesitates. David starts striding about the room making his shadow larger and smaller, making weird sounds all the while. Then he stands before the dividing screen, his shadow huge, making menacing gestures at Swamiji.
[Sound effects, electronic music and voices.] Then David confronts Swamiji.)

Swamiji: (standing) David? David?

David: Rrroowwww. Hisssssssssss. EEEYAAA!

Swamiji: (reaching out) David? Whats the matter?

David: (leaps back) RRROOOWWWW!

(Swamiji flees. David sinks to his knees with his head in his hands. Sound effects intensify. Scene darkens.)

Narrator: Prabhupada could no longer stay there; leaving all his belongings in the loft, he took up temporary residence with Carl Yeargens and his wife Eva. (The other actors come in and sit with Prabhupada.) After some time, Carl suggested that Prabhupada should find another place to live.

Carl: You have been living with Eva and I ever since David flipped out. Swamiji, you shouldn't have to put up with cats and dogs and Eva's getting really up tight.

Prabhupada: I only want to have a place for preaching Krsna Consciousness.

Mike: Swamiji, we'll find you a better place! I'm sure that we can find a place more central than the Bowery or Chinatown. 

Bill: I think that this new place that we found is ideal - it's already painted and the gas, electric and phone are turned on. It's not far from here, either. The address is 26 2nd Avenue. It used to be a gift shop. 

Mike: I have a little money now so a few of us have already put money down on that apartment and we will guarantee the first month rent.

Prabhupada: I am ready to move there. I only have a few personal items to transfer.

Bill: Let's all help Swamiji move into his new preaching center, then.

(Each of the men picks up an item and they carry it single file across or circling the stage.)

Scene Eight - Moving Day

Swamiji: Careful, that's fragile.

Devotees: 

Got it.

Is this going?

No, I think that stays.

Is that too heavy?

Yes, do you want to give me a hand with it?

Mike: Well, we made it - 26 2nd Avenue! Why didn't anyone think to take a car??

(Everyone laughs. They set up Prabhupada's few items.)

Mike: Swamiji, this is the landlord, Mr. Gardiner.

Landlord: I just thought that you may be interested in the upstairs apartment, too. It's small but it has a small courtyard. Of course, I'll need to repaint it. The storefront will be $125 a month and the apartment will be an additional $71.

Prabhupada: Oh yes, I see. I am starting a society here and will need these rooms for my translating work. Here are the first three volumes of the Srimad Bhagavatam scripture that I am presenting. In addition, I will make you a charter member trustee of the society in exchange and you will contribute twenty dollars a month. Here, I will sign these "Your ever well-wisher, A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami.” 

Landlord:   Thank you, that will be fine. I'm quite flattered. I'll read these.

Scene Nine - First Interview

Interviewer: (concluding) Thank you, Swamiji, but could you tell me what those young people are doing in the temple room.

Swamiji: They do not know what they are doing, themselves. I try to teach them, but they seem to be misunderstanding me. Anyway, it will take a long time to refine them. They are very confused youth.

Interviewer: And your aim is to build a temple here in New York?

Swamiji: If there is anyplace on earth with money to build a temple, it is here in New York.

Interviewer: And what is your ultimate aim? 

Swamiji: To open temples of Krsna all over the world! Well, we have a long way to go, but I am very patient.

Narrator: "Temples all over the world!" - a grand scheme considering that Srila Prabhupada had been in America almost nine months and had nothing appreciable to show for it. So far, he had not a single disciple or serious student but his confidence was undimmed. 
He continued his walks around the city and one day, in July, he had a fateful encounter.
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