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A 31-year-old Joan Baez played at Gannon in 1972. 

 

Joan Baez turned 84 in 2025 and as I listened to an interview that was 

celebrating her life as well as her birthday, my memory flashed back to 

December 1972 when she sang at then-Gannon College. I was a young 

faculty member at the time, having returned to Erie from a three-year 

graduate school stint. My hair was a bit longer than it had been during my 

engineering days during the 1960s and I had acquired a taste for folk 

music. My album collection was punctuated by Baez, Leonard Cohen, 

Woody Guthrie, and Pete Seegur. Old friends were wondering?  

  

My preferences had always been to hear live music in small venues, and I 

was delighted to learn that Joan was coming to Erie and Gannon. She did 

not disappoint. Her three-octave voice, precise, traditional guitar playing 



and small acoustic backup group delighted the crowd. And when the house 

lights came up, I looked around and saw lots of old friends in the audience. 

I wasn’t the only Joan Baez fan in Erie. 

  

These days my oversized and over-old album collection sits on a dusty shelf 

next to a turntable and amplifier that I purchased years ago. Languishing. 

Music is easier to retrieve with modern technology, so when I play the old 

folkies as I work, I simply ask an “AI helper” to play Joan or whoever I 

want to listen to.  

  

Joan has changed a lot in the 50-plus years since I saw her play at Gannon. 

She and her music have mellowed and become somewhat less political. 

Since those old VietnamWar days, she has produced more than 30 albums, 

been inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland, navigated a 

long and contentious relationship with Bob Dylan (depicted in the film “A 

Complete Unknown”), married, had a child and lost a beloved sister (Mimi 

Farrina). Her music has included self-written anthems as well as beautiful 

melodies adopted from other writers. Her version of “The Night They Tore 

old Dixie Down,” for example, is a Civil War song, written and performed 

by Robbie Robertson and The Band. The Band’s version was never 

popular, but Joan’s became a top ten hit.  

  

A few days ago, I was in our back room writing and listening to music when 

two amazing things happened. For the first time this season, leaves began 

to fall from the maple tree in the backyard. And just as that was happening, 

Joan Baez’ “Last Leaf on the Tree” began to play. The juxtaposition of 

events halted my writing, and I began to mull over the lyrics. They have 

been characterized as “genius” by musical observers. As I sat, thinking 

about life, the passage of time and the symbolism of autumn, it occurred 

to me that the song’s lyrics could be a good gift to all of you. 

 



The Last Leaf on the Tree 

“I’m the last leaf on the tree, 

autumn took all the rest. 

But it won’t take me, 

I’m the last leaf on the tree.” 

  

“When the autumn wind blows, they’re already gone, 

flutter to the ground, they just can’t hang on. 

Well there’s nothing in this world that I aint seen, 

greet all the new ones, coming in green.” 

  

“They say I have staying power,  

here on the tree. 

Been here since Eisenhower, 

outlived even he.”  

  

“Fight off the snow and fight off the hail, 

nothing makes me go. I’m like a vestigial tail. 

I’ll be here through eternity if you really want to know, 

and if they cut down this tree, I’ll show up in a song.” 

  



“I’m the last leaf on the tree, 

the last leaf on the tree.” 

 

  

 
 

 

  

Today’s 84-year-old Joan is a bit more mellow, but still singing and playing the 

guitar. 

  

The combination of falling leaves, the wonderful poetry, and the 

realization that, like Joan Baez, I am growing old, made me think about 

the passage of time. How did Joan get to be so old? How did I? Am I 

marking the years with these essays? 

  

Happy Fall and Winter, 

David 
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The beautiful book on Presque Isle published by authors David Frew and 
Jerry Skrypzak – “Accidental Paradise: 13,000-Year History of Presque 
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Isle” – is on sale at the Tom Ridge Environmental Center’s gift shop and 
through a special website, AccidentalParadise.com.  
  
The book, priced at $35 plus tax and shipping, can be ordered now 
through the website sponsored by the TREC Foundation, 
AccidentalParadise.com.  
  
Presque Isle Gallery and Gifts on the main floor of TREC, located at 301 
Peninsula Drive, Suite #2, Erie, PA 16505 will also handle sales daily from 
10 a.m. to 4 p.m.  
  
For more information, send an email to aperino@TRECF.org.  
  
To watch "Accidental Paradise: Stories Behind The Stories" click here.  

 

  
  
  

 

 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Historian and author David Frew, Ph.D., is a Scholar-in-
Residence at the JES. An emeritus professor at Gannon 
University, he held a variety of administrative positions during 
a 33-year career. He is also emeritus director of the Erie 
County Historical Society/Hagen History Center and is 

https://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001EIJ4bWInbAgZbfubFkRC6CJbiNPBnDNmlUevQbPeCp1CHyPy1PudVT_GBGMKCgQkI5_hxwzW8RAuM_JPgy-OW4cwbEtSpi2bXvIzjjPOzDvf5Za4YQ6DXvK7wLRR56asG7Ya4wMn-TbrCz2fsITPjg==&c=WAaU3N0-L4YGB3ynOn-kUkgM_yiuLjPWr84Za7eXf1C6hqLg9eYUwQ==&ch=CjD0a-KMcO9BAvzxTmthj-rGDyoqC43eKwiy7Xv9UvzdH29THLJyEw==
https://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001EIJ4bWInbAgZbfubFkRC6CJbiNPBnDNmlUevQbPeCp1CHyPy1PudVSoSqIsYDhcA2SVqGDFbvwXgwDL8Czp1wjUocXtAllu6z186Q0Y8g_KhSkRdZX9w7zBMb3-ovne_jE0DF8YyX2sBzca0-7AbuWORKrz902cn9WpYIdN3_Ho=&c=WAaU3N0-L4YGB3ynOn-kUkgM_yiuLjPWr84Za7eXf1C6hqLg9eYUwQ==&ch=CjD0a-KMcO9BAvzxTmthj-rGDyoqC43eKwiy7Xv9UvzdH29THLJyEw==
mailto:aperino@TRECF.org
https://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001EIJ4bWInbAgZbfubFkRC6CJbiNPBnDNmlUevQbPeCp1CHyPy1PudVSoSqIsYDhcADYmNoBPGxBZ1-4y1KleSguYPYDvB1zSMRerJBfcuaLH0e3z_VX77sufLH-MJ5RyfuLkHkTbnhg5-strVFZTtBg==&c=WAaU3N0-L4YGB3ynOn-kUkgM_yiuLjPWr84Za7eXf1C6hqLg9eYUwQ==&ch=CjD0a-KMcO9BAvzxTmthj-rGDyoqC43eKwiy7Xv9UvzdH29THLJyEw==


president of his own management consulting business. Frew 
has written or co-written 35 books and more than 100 
articles, cases, and papers.   
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