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Bookbinder, Mud Angel, San Francisco Legend:

Stella Patri at I00

Steila Patri once received a birthday card wirl the Yidclish

saying, "You should live m be 120!" On May 1, Stella tutaed 1001/2.

Though she's ted an extraordrnary llfe, she's nor keen oa living 19-5

rnore years to fuifill the blessing. "My advic€," she tells me, "is not to

get old. It's no fi:n and it doesn't pay,"

This is a w'ornall who watchcd the swaying street lamps on the

night of thc 1906 earthquake after she r,va$ awakened by her father

anci carried outsicie in the morrring light of Turk Street. As a l0-year-

old girl, she slept for three nights in Golden Gate Park under a tent

made kom a bianket suspendad frorn a trce' Her .fumily then went to

live with a fnend in Berkelev unhl it was safe to return to their

apartrnent and turn on the gas. In October 19S, Stclla r,vatched

smoke rising from the nearby lviarina during another major San

Francisco earthquake.
'lhis is a Hroman who has lived almost a century in the Bay Arca

(she was born in lvlonkeal). Shtr*ly after Herb Caen's deatlu Stella

tells rne how she mct Herb when he was 21. "tlerb had iust come tc

San Francisco and was beginning to work tor the Clzronicie. Cn

weekends people were always coming over to our house in Corte

Madera - thme was crtl open invitatron to visit. Herb lvould cume

over with his sister, Estelle, wtro was a friend of Giacor:'ltt [Stetla's
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then-husband], I tiked H,erb, but I don,t knor.v if he knerr I e.xisted. ,fo

him I rvas probably just a pcriod or a cornmal,,

When I visjt for rea, she is vexed by not bcing able to find sugar
hecause she can,t make out *re shape of the box, and \^fiA.ils, ,,l,rn not
sure howrnuch longer I carr go ou.,' That sentirne.nl while complemly
undersrandable and futl:ful, can be hard to reconcjle with rtre acrual
life of Steila parri: grande dame who su:vived ezuthqua_kes,
commenced an illustrious career as a bookbfirder at age 64, and sriJl
frequents cafes in North geath- lVho gardens at 100 in a pair of baggy
I"evis; how many ilmes those jeans have come in and out of fashion rn
her life!

Through rhe glass door of her Union Street aparrment, I see her
slowly make her way to let me ini my heart l:rches at rny good

lortune to see her" or:ce again, ,,Just 
a minule, I,rn comjng,,, she says rn

her high chirpy voice with none of the gravel of old age. I want ro
bottle thar souud, along with her youthful',Hello" on the telephone,
alr,rnys accenred on the frsr syilable.

I have been lucky to know Sella fnr 25.years, Every drne we
have gotten together, I'rn astonished af her lucidir.y* and humor -_ hol
r,rarft ir she is, bow many rnarbles she still has. I am couched hy her
interest in my iife. She asi* mc questions about my children aud
siblings and all my nieces and nephews. She renoernbers thern, though
not always their Barne. She harbors a panicuLar interest ia my brother
who is riqh, and loves to herar about his latest painting classes in ltaly.

Stella was my husband's bookbinding teacher in the early ,70s.

My husband and I have just celebrated 25 ycars of nnarrjag€ _ a
milestr:ne in ilself - ye t it,s just a {racfton of the endurance of Stella.
l{er parting words to me at her l00th birthday parf}. stay r,vith me.
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"Oh;enny. how I r,vish I cotdd dance!,' she said, with shains of the live
Dixieland band playing her favorite song ,Sr,veet 

Ceorgia Bror.;n.,,
She loved to dance. She used to be able.

lvlayor l{illie Brown declared Novcmber 1, 1g96, her 100&
birfhd.ay, Stella Nicole patri Day. Over Z0O people runred out ro pay
tribuie, to marvel at her stijl.handsome stature, auC to acknow.ledge

her inspiration in rheir lives, Stel_la looked the queeu d"ressed in
black palaz.zo pan$ arrd a tavender silk runic, a yellow rose corsage
pimed above a name tag which said simply ,'1.00.,,

She loves rhe atteution - who wouldn,t? * and, told me a few

days later she wished she coulcl replay rhe whole trng; yer she

vronders wbat all th€ ftss qfirs about. "Oh i like parties, I've alwavs

iiked parties. But t can't say I jurnped for joy rvhen i heard my far.rily

was givrng me tiris one. I felt more embarrassed than anything.

Really, this party wasn't about charm or intelligence. Ifs the years

that counted, so I'm not basking in ar.ything. The Golden Age - thar's

a lot of balaneyl it was so rn$ch better when I was young and doing

things and not just an old lump. Now I can frardly see, aad it's so

bofing."

"Bu[ Stella," I say, "you bave a rirh life; so ma*lly people who love

and adnrire )'ou." lvly ounA selfi.rfu desire fOr her to con$nue assens

itsetl again and again. She looks at me squarely, ',sornedrnes l think,
'Let's have a linle beanie rnade -- STELLA THH INCI{EDIBLE., i am

lucky, let's face 11. 8ur it's trard being this old. Everyborly,s gone and

there's so little I can do anymore, The spiril w|l, trut the body won'[.

i suppose it could be harder. ] could be dead -- or in a wheelchair!"

Stella's contribution to the lvorkfr.-rrce i.s staggering to consider:

she's worked nearly a century. She bcgan as a miliiner at 19. then at 30
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became a housewile who raised tfuee son$ and antagonized the
Cofie Madera PI'A with her radical politics. She was a Iabor
sympatlieerand a welder in the shipyards in WWII. AII of tfus she
considers prelude to hcr life,s work and passion: boolibinding. At 6{,
Stella began binding and resioflng rar.e boroks anil manuscripts, and
did not stop untii her rnid-g0s, when her eymight failed her. To this
day she hates Scotch tape and Elmer,s gluc,

At 6% she became a "lv{ud AngeJ,,, rvorking in the Italian winter
to sava thousands of rare books damaged by the Florence floods.
Among the first yolunteers ter CRt& the Comrnittee to Rescue Italian
Art in the Bibliote<n Nacionale, she removed mud from the leaves of
vellum books until her Engers would freeae up with the cold. She

worked alongsid e worid-famous bookbinclers like Bernard jv1irldleten

and Ckistopher Clarkson. That wintcr in F},3rence she vvas kno:^.,n

among thern as "stella the Orange" for the brisht orange scarf she

had once knitted an a train trip frorn San Francisco to Nerv york.

coiled around her neck.

$rIy husband Bob was one of Stella's fiist bookbinding students.

Chre afternoon. between eager rnouthfuis of Stella s iegendary

oatmeal-raisin-walnut cookies ("rocks" she calls thcm), she tells a
ciassic "on the road" &;b-and-Stella $tory: In lg74, the fwo of them

attcnded a bookbinding conference at the Newbery lJbrary in
Chlcago. Bob was 29, Stetla 78. ''i,ye werrt to the front desk of this
farnor.rs ti.brary. Behind the desk w-as an clegant black wornan who
asked if we needcd asslstance. 'Do you have any rooms?, Bob

quipped. And I'm gtgghng behind, embarrassed, but knowing that Bob

with fus charrn wouid carry it off, Thc lil'rarian stamroereci quite a bit
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before she got the joke.,,irorn now on, I tell her, I rvril call the two of
thern"Harold and Maude..

In addilion to irer own three $ons, all architects, Stella ha.s

several "ad opted " son s (bookbind ers, calligraphcro*, landxape
architects). Despite lhis, she retains a resolutely unirnpressed pasitron
about men. ller mariage to artist Ciacomo patri yy,as an unhappy
one and ended in divorce, ,,One mariage is enough and separate
houses works best of alll" she declares. Her face darkens when I ask
her about her father, and she will only say, ,,Well, my mother anC he

- th"y were a mismatch from the start.,' Share a (ate_afternoon

aperitif with Stella arrd she will freeiy share her political opinions:
"...Bastards, all of them," with a particular distaste for those .'damned

Rcpublicans."

5te11a Nicole Patri, the product of a fr.rgal mother, the

Depressiory and ycars of financial hardship, is the soul of economy. A
surprising elegancc also reeps in somehow. Her blcuses are of Swiss
cotton. Most days Stella wcars a signature gray turtle neck pullover,
grey pants, and a black and grey rvoolen vest. Occasionally her color
xheme will be enhanced by a red and yellow quilted v.est. Around her
neck, looking like an elegant ivory pendant, is a ne,,v-fangled devicc
that lrill cal] medics iJ she has a fall or needs assistance. 1{hen she

goes out, she dolis up a bit; puts on one of her gorgeous Chinese bead
necklaces - "1 may rtot be able to see much, but at least I can see

colors!" She takes inspiration where she can fin<t i[ and fumbles with
the dasp.

On Stella's bedroom wall hangs a photo taken lwelve years ago
at my daughter's baby shower. Stella, at g& is sporhng one orange

stocking and one hrrguoise stocking, lvhich cornplenrent the black,
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orange/ irurple and turquoise dress, Mexican bead necklace and
hrrquoise bracelet. Look out in her garden and you,li see an
extrayaganil.y lush bougainvillea and bowers of yellorv prirnroses and
magenta gloxinia. Her smali apartment is lavish with hardcover
books,

\^/hen I ask what she loves, she answers imrnediately, ,,Reading.

Period.'' Then she elaborates. ,,Il's 
so frustrating, thi, not bejng able to

see. The days are long and dull. I can,t stand being so dependent on
people. If only I could read, that wouid solve everything. Having
someone else read to me is just not the samc!,'she pracfically shouts,

Memory is another diffi$lty. "My head is a sieve,.' uhe

bemoans, whcn she can't remernber the name of the Z5-year_oltl

\,voman who is her companion kom 9-12 on weekday mornings. (Her

narne/ Iledia, wiii come to Stella S minutes later, in the middle rlf
another thought.) She iilustrates by pcinting to one eye and therr the
other. "Things go in one eye and out the other,'she chortles, and then
makcs the proper ear irnage. "But, you know, Media is just right for
me. It's fun to irave somebody young as your friend. Well,let,s face it, I
like them hetterll've always loved young per:ple because I'vc never

grown up, i gues$, Well, there's lr/r there, or something. The only fear
I have is seeming like an old lady," Caffe Greco in North Beach is

5te11a's and Media's hangouil three tinres a week they share a
chr,rcolate qroissant and each drink a coffee.

I asked Stella if she goes to the movies and she .caid she,d just
been to the movies that week with her 67-yew-old son, piero. For the
life of her, she couidn't remernber the Rame of the movie. I offered a

few suggestions; Skine? The Engiish pntieil? The new lvocdy Allen
movic? She lecked at me straight on and fnrstrateC. ,'Everything 

is
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there," she said, "if it wor+td only come ouH Digging and digging
doesn't bring anything. Itrrist has to come out volunr*ly,.t inO n",n
galls her, but it is disaming to hcar, .,you 

knolv-, the rninute you,re 90,
you're ready lo go, you have your ticket rcady. So now when i wake
up in the morning, I say to mysclf,'Oh Cod, another day?, But that.s
about it, I don't tjrink that with anger, or joy, If it,s a day lvlerlia is
going to be here, or if l{.emo fher midd]e son] is coming to yr*qit, I feel
much better. It's very annoying when you have notiring to d,a. But I,ve
had wonderful memories, great tinres. More than most people. Stiil,
it's awful not being independent

She pauses for a moment. .,1 know the help I get is always for
the best. I dcrn't resent outside help because, gr:ddamn it, I,m paying
ter it. It's my CIwn money. But il's the internal help that is hard for
me." By internal i knew she means farruly, especiaiiy her younge.st
sonlito and daughter-in-iaw Bobby rarhose house is attached to her
apartment. "But Stella," I counter, because I know her family and
how rnuch devotron her daily care takr:s, ,,don,t 

you feel that part of
the reason }lou'r'e lived so long is because of ttris great living sihJation
and all tire attentiorr from your family?,,She thinks for a whiie, ,,Wel!,

I can't dwell on it - that J,m so lucky.,.
'Iwo week.s later, Stella and I and tirree friends who are

bookbinders (all of rarhorn are near 50) have lunch at a cottaga near the
Legion of Honor }luseum. Ivty 12-year_old daughter is with us, and
so is the 9-year-old daughtcr of one of the friend*- lVe eat and talk for
hours. How easily the conyersation flows around each female at the
table, though !q/e range from third-grader to a centenarian, Laughter
rs loose, and our talk ranges from a school project on Guide Dogs fur
fie Blind to the San Francisco Girls Chr>rus to wine and men and

T
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marriage. I find rnyself bqimrning with awe and tenderness for Stella,
A felv days later, when her daughter-inJaw asl.s if I lrad be,en part of
this lunch, Stella wiil say n o, forgetting I had dnven hel or been there
at all.

The following weekend, my son and daughter and I rake Stella
to see the Pierpont Morgan l,ibrary exhjbit at the Legion of Honor,
lVhen she spots our tall Lsuzu l'roopcr parked on the skeet in front of
her apartment, she exclaims, "Oh dear, you'll need a derrick bo get me
in that car." She pauses fsr a moment and says, ,'I know how to get

on that high seat - derriere firsil"

Wc mancuver through the exhibit which rantes ft,om a

Gutenberg Bible to manuscripts by Bach ar.d Charlotte Eronte and Sir

Isaac ltewton. Stella is captivated, and c.rccasionally gasps with

deiight but she's not blindly irnpressed - "I'rn giad to see people are

stiil interested in bookbinding. But I look at these frmous bindings and

see all the littie rnistakes." In front of the 1950 Paul Bonet binding, she

critiques: "Isn't that fantastic, but it's too much,"

So Stella is 100, and thoughts of death fnust hover. l,that about

religion,I ask. As you get older do you feel any need for it? "None,"

she answeru immediatelir. "I was raised Catholic and I even taught

caiechism. But I doubted evervthing. I rvas a doubting Thomas thcn

' and I never think about religion now. It doesn't help me at al]. Doctors

relv on religion for older people to help them, the doctclrs. But i know

when I die, that's the end." For emphasis, she adds, "C'est fini. Un

point. C'est tout."

For the past 25 years, my husband and I, three other friends, and

Stella's voungest son and daughtcr-in-lar,v get togethcr to crrlebrate

Steila's birthday. At these dinners, I glance at Stella and see her

rlV' ?Lvi .r I I
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laughing wholeheartedl;r or being slightty anno,-ed as rhe

canversation $wirls ar$und her an<i she can't hear, i uionder r,vhat

exactiy rflakes Stella so difterent fr.r:m other oid people I k:.nor.;. Wh1 is

il that so Eranv, mysetf inciuded, brag about being the friend of tLus

100-year-old ladv? And why do so man),people oversjmplify he as
"Steila the Incredible" rather than a person who has lived through

countless rr.renching expenences - a terribie mariagc, the death of
t,,r'o grandchildren, two worlci wars and the Depression * and is

eniltied to her on n darkness, whrl is tired of livirrg and ready to die?

Perhap-s in her frugalify, she oversirnplifies herself. Death, she

tells rne, is a big bore to thrnk about and she hopres she just goes in her

sleqo. lt'tren I push her to go der.per urith proclamations likc that, sire

relracts and says, "1 just don't thnk. Period."

At'100, perhaps a lover of the young and hip, expotrtuiat,..r of
fi'ard.y infurnities, ,rnd sersne hcarer of secrets does not nced to

reflect on her full century of tiving. You iusi are, At that big birrhday

part]', her granddaughter Lilan sajd: "You strengthen me in a rvorld

vrhich has never been quite ready for rvornen so bold, darlg lvry,

autonomous, and talented as the likee of you,"

'lfc've been hiends a long time. Stella; just 19,S more years. lt,s

ail I ask.

1

a, t t

a


