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INTRODUCTION

By the middle of the 1960s, San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury neighborhood was home to several hundred colorful refugees from the conventional. They had created the world’s first psychedelic neighborhood, an alchemical chamber for social transformation. They called themselves freaks, a term taken, with so much else, from African American jazz culture. Uncomfortable with the term, the media would rename them hippies. This evolution did not take place only in San Francisco, of course; other people and cities are distinctly part of this story. But for clear reasons of geography and history, San Franciscans went further and deeper.

Collectively, these freaks stood for a series of values. In an uneven, unsystematic, not-fully-digested way, they rejected a large part of the mythology that was and largely remains the substructure of the conventional American identity. They began by dismissing the founding lie of American exceptionalism as expressed by Bob Dylan’s “With God on Our Side” and the assumed innocence and explicit racial superiority enshrined in the partial humanity allotted to slaves by the Constitution. They rejected the consumerist materialism that was the presumed quasi-divine reward for service to the Protestant work ethic. They upheld creativity against competition. They opposed violence, and the gentle males among them undermined conventional gender roles. They wrote off the Western world’s notions of mind-body separation and in doing so anticipated both the elimination of sexual repression and an understanding of nature in which humans were part of the planetary life cycle, not warriors out to conquer it.

Their ideas were not original but part of a long tradition. America has always celebrated the flag of freedom, but it has always denoted two realms. The most popular option was the freedom to make as much money as possible. Freedom of thought and religion, freedom to question the shadow side of American culture in the manner of Thoreau was less accepted but no less essential. The citizens of the Haight were decidedly committed to the latter course.

Starting in World War II–era San Francisco, a thread of artistic discourse focused on freedom coalesced into a subculture. It began with poets—Kenneth Rexroth and Robert Duncan initially, to be followed by many more—and blossomed among students at the San Francisco Art Institute like Mel Weitsman and Wally Hedrick and Jay DeFeo and the allied artist Bruce Conner, then electronic composers like Ramón Sender and radical theater people like Herbert Blau and Ronnie Davis. East Coast transplants like Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Allen Ginsberg nurtured the burgeoning phenomenon. Different forms of popular music, from rock to folk, helped generate a parallel youth culture. It was not premeditated, ideological, or planned; it simply happened. By the ’60s, the addition of widespread access to the psychedelic experience would be the final, catalytic touch.

What was remarkable about the Haight scene was that it took the insights of a small group of avant-garde artists and made them accessible to the better part of a generation through music and culture, with ripples of influence that in many cases have only grown since 1967. As James Baldwin once remarked, “The great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us.” The psychedelic experience left the pioneers of the Haight feeling free to begin anew, to choose a history that did not assume that the Judeo-Christian tradition was the sole appropriate spiritual path and that Cartesian rationality did not address every question.

A note about this study: Cultural connections and influences are ultimately impossible to prove. Correlation is not causation, but it is often the best available evidence in these matters. I can only promise a scrupulous commitment to fairness. After all, one of the threads in this book is surrealism—which is only one of many rabbit holes that I’ve explored.

It was entirely reasonable that their path led to San Francisco, where the visual beauty and proximity to nature were unique among American cities. Moreover, its orientation on the far edge of the North American continent at the beginning of the Pacific Rim made it a place somewhat apart from the rest of the nation, “the westward edge of dreams,” as Robert Duncan put it.

The city began as a fantasy. The word California (and until well into the twentieth century, this largely connoted San Francisco) was created by the author Garci Rodríguez de Montalvo in the early-sixteenth-century popular novel The Adventures of Esplandián to describe the land now known by that name, although Rodríguez de Montalvo’s imaginary California was an island inhabited by Black Amazon warriors.

The subsequent social madness known as the gold rush of 1849 was hardly more orthodox. The ’49ers were marginalized rejects from the Eastern US, Chilean, and Cantonese mainstreams, gamblers chasing dreams, unlike the more orthodox bourgeois strivers who built most other American cities. Even as the city grew and acquired churches and a conventionally corrupt political system, it would acknowledge its slightly delirious origins by paying homage to a madman who’d dubbed himself Emperor Norton. Other cities have their lunatics, but few East Coast restaurateurs would have accepted his self-inscribed “Emperor Norton Bank Notes” as legitimate currency the way San Franciscans did.

Just as with the name California, the city also adopted another essential part of its collective identity from fiction, most notably the ambience of Dashiell Hammett’s Continental Op and his 1929 magnum opus, The Maltese Falcon.

The Depression that came to the city was inarguably real, and among its primary effects was to add leverage to the efforts by longshoremen to unionize. Led by a charming, canny Australian named Harry Bridges, the longshoremen and the sailors struck in 1934, and when two of their number were killed by police, the majority of the city joined them in a general strike, perhaps the largest and most effective left-wing political action in US history.

The ensuing war with Japan was fought from San Francisco’s Presidio and the naval headquarters on the man-made Treasure Island, guaranteeing that the war was omnipresent in the city, to the point that all its schoolchildren were issued identity tags, like soldiers’ dog tags, in anticipation of air raid casualties. Artillery flanked the Golden Gate Bridge, and their test rounds were audible for miles around.

After much vacillating and absent any credible evidence of disloyalty from the target population, the local commandant, Lieutenant General John DeWitt, persuaded the president to sign Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942, which called for the internment of all Japanese Americans on the West Coast, a tragedy particularly felt in California.

The American war effort produced victory, but the atomic bombs that obliterated Hiroshima and Nagasaki had deeper and grislier implications as well. Along with the horror of the Nazi concentration camps so viscerally documented by Margaret Bourke-White’s ghastly Life photographs, the bomb was literally unnerving. The poet Richard Meltzer later wrote that “it was the Bomb / Shoah / it was void / spirit crisis disconnect.” As the broadcaster H. V. Kaltenborn covered the Japanese surrender, he invited his audience to “think of the mass murder which will come with World War III.” The bomb, wrote the lyricist John Barlow many years later, left “a soupçon of pure nihilism” in the minds of the generation born during and after the war.

Having united to defeat a palpably evil enemy, the ensuing realization that, by catalyzing the end of several European empires, the victory had triggered much more change than most had initially realized came first as a shock, followed by a sense of betrayal. Few could attribute the Cold War to the blind course of history; people wanted identifiable traitors—Communists, it was commonly held—to explain the ambiguous ending of the war.

It was in the war’s end atmosphere of hollow joy and mortal fear that San Francisco poets like Kenneth Rexroth and Robert Duncan would explore alternatives to a world that could incinerate more than one hundred thousand humans in the blink of an eye.







1

The Poets Gather

Newly returned to the Bay Area in 1942, a young man named Robert Duncan came to visit Kenneth Rexroth at his home on Potrero Hill. Having been charmed by the “crotchety” letters with which Rexroth had been peppering the magazines Partisan Review and View, he was very much the younger poet seeking counsel. Impressed that Rexroth was working in an underground way to support newly interned Japanese Americans, Duncan found a mentor who would soon enough be a colleague.

They were a distinctly odd couple in many ways. Rexroth was of medium size and pugnacious; Duncan was tall and talkative, with a very large head, a small mouth, and noticeably crossed eyes. His open gayness and Rexroth’s intermittent homophobia somehow didn’t matter, and they would become the nucleus of a remarkably powerful gathering of poets over the next decade.

Assuming the mantle of poet outside academia inherently propels the claimant out of conventional society into an artistic subculture where money is no longer the sine qua non. In fact, both these men were consciously anarchistic in the philosophical rather than bomb-throwing sense, and these views would not only permeate the community that gathered around them but affect San Francisco’s arts culture as a whole well into the era of Haight-Ashbury in the 1960s.

Born in Chicago in 1905, Rexroth was a truant hostile to authority and pursued his education in the literary ferment known as the Chicago Renaissance that gathered around Theodore Dreiser, Vachel Lindsay, Harriet Monroe’s Poetry, and Margaret Anderson’s Little Review.

As a teen, he met all these people and more, particularly Bill Haywood, the leader of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). He studied left-wing politics and also the cutting edge of avant-garde writing, the dadaist Tristan Tzara and the surrealist poet Robert Desnos, then found the Green Mask, a bohemian tearoom on State Street, which connected him to Chicago’s flourishing African American cultural scene, from the music of Alberta Hunter and Jimmy Yancey to the poetry readings of people like Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Claude McKay. Rexroth’s Chicago was a highly creative social, sexual, cultural, and political free-for-all, and he soaked it all in.

Briefly an IWW recruiter and then a newspaper reporter, he married Andrée Schafer, a painter. They packed their meager possessions into rucksacks and in the spring of 1927 headed for San Francisco, where the relaxed Mediterranean atmosphere of what he termed dolce far niente (sweet doing nothing) persuaded him that they were home. An unerring instinct for what would later be called networking quickly brought them to the door of a poet named Elsa Gidlow, an extraordinary woman who’d published overt lesbian odes in the 1910s. Her untroubled certainty in her orientation would make her an icon when the times began to catch up with her.

For the next decade, the focus of Rexroth’s life apart from poetry was political activism with the Communist Party, although he was insufficiently doctrinaire to be a successful party member. He organized an Artists and Writers Union, which facilitated the painting of historic frescoes at San Francisco’s Coit Tower, but was chastised by the party for working with the petit bourgeois rather than the proletariat. When he sensibly reached out to Black churches as part of organizing Black workers on behalf of the Unemployment Council, the party lectured him about the opiate of the masses. After he wrote a play about the Paris Commune, the party ordered him to “abandon formalist Trotskyite petty bourgeois bohemianism.”

As war approached, he abandoned the party and turned toward pacifism and philosophical anarchism, joining the Fellowship of Reconciliation and working with the American Friends Service Committee to support the victims of Japanese American internment. His was an anarchism built on what is known as political personalism, in which the personal is political, in which the moral and the spiritual precede the social and political, and the fundamental emphasis is on the dignity of the individual. Anti-hierarchical, it advocates participatory rather than representative democracy. Personalism would be at the core of social and civil rights activism in America for the next several decades.

His poetry fused his progressive politics and an appreciation for wild nature with an elegiac feel that recognized life after Hiroshima as damaged, yet still permeated with the immanent presence of the divine. Such a sacramental faith was wildly divergent from the dominant East Coast “New Critics” approach that advocated a detached, unemotional poetry.

It was poetry itself as a force for social good that he truly believed in, and his friendship with Robert Duncan fed that. Both men shared a similar politics; Duncan added a mystical streak from his personal metaphysics. Orphaned at birth and raised across the bay from San Francisco in Alameda by a matriarchal family that believed in astrology, Atlantis, Rosicrucianism, Theosophy, and reincarnation, Duncan particularly cherished his grandmother Mary, the family head, who proclaimed an affection for Christ, Lao Tzu, and Azoth: The Occult Magazine. His aunt Fay responded to an early poem of his with the remark, “This is very lazy of you. You have been a poet already in so many lives.”

“His conversation,” said his poet/filmmaker friend James Broughton—and the flow of words rarely ceased—“was a bewildering tour of hermetic philosophy, astrology, linguistics, Celtic myth, the Zohar, Whitehead, medieval history, family history, and many other zones freely retranslated by his mental hopscotch.”

Duncan was essentially a shaman who wanted to conjure magic out of language by interweaving ancient, mythic mysteries with his own personal ones, and with the apocalypse that had consumed Hiroshima. One biographer wrote that “his true devotion… was to human freedom generally.”

In Duncan’s poetry, the sexual and the spiritual were both sacramental, and he felt that his particular duty was to free men from their sexual prisons. He pioneered open gay culture with a 1944 Politics essay, “The Homosexual in Society,” not only identifying himself as gay but also rejecting an emerging camp culture. The essay seemingly shut him off permanently from America’s East Coast–based intelligentsia.

Both he and Rexroth generally lived within the bohemian tradition that traced back to the Paris of Henri Murger’s Scènes de la vie de Bohème, in which art replaced conventional expressions of religion, although his friend Rexroth had been baptized an Anglican and never disavowed it. In terms of throwing off sexual repression, both men were enthusiastically promiscuous all their adult lives.

Rexroth and Duncan were two of the more prominent members of the substantial circle of poets that mysteriously cohered around San Francisco at this time. One major poet had preceded them. The Big Sur region 150 miles to the south was so extraordinarily beautiful and dramatic a meeting of land and sea that it seemed to encourage mysticism. As such, it was exactly the right destination for Robinson Jeffers, who had settled in Carmel in 1914. He dubbed his commitment to the overwhelming impact of Big Sur “inhumanism,” and against that natural backdrop, he would set narrative poems based on Greek mythology that touched on frequently brutal and sexual themes like incest, fratricide, and bestiality. Politically conservative and ultimately rather Calvinist in his preoccupation with sin and suffering, Jeffers’s resolute submission to nature would be one of the essential elements in the future thinking of California.

Big Sur attracted a second key figure during the war, when in 1944 the bohemian avatar Henry Miller moved there to paint. As a pacifist who’d also just condemned American materialism in his book The Air-Conditioned Nightmare, his views were appropriately outside the norm. His aim, he wrote in The Cosmological Eye, “is to establish a greater REALITY… I am against pornography and for obscenity and violence. Above all for imagination, fantasy, for a liberty as yet undreamed of… I believe that man can exist, and in an indefinitely better, larger way, without ‘civilization.’”

From the north, a flock of poets, artful printers, and theater people descended on Rexroth and San Francisco from Camp Angel, a conscientious objectors’ (CO) facility in Waldport, Oregon. During the war, roughly six thousand conscientious objectors were sent to prison, but a consortium of traditional “peace” churches like the Quakers and Mennonites managed the placement of around twelve thousand more in 151 public service camps to plant trees, build roads, and fight fires.

The religious bureaucracy found artists challenging and settled many of them at Camp Angel, which consequently had the only fine arts program in the system. It also had a printing press and a poet-printer inmate named William Everson. A farmer from Fresno and the son of a printer, Everson had discovered Robinson Jeffers in college and read him so profoundly that it became, he said, his “intellectual awakening” and his “first religious conversion, all in one.”

Everson’s early work conjoined Jeffers-style pantheism with a cosmic sexuality taken from D. H. Lawrence, and in 1935, he printed up his first poems, These Are the Ravens, and sent them to Rexroth. It would be an important relationship for Everson, who later acknowledged that Rexroth “saw me as a sacramental man before I knew I was one.” Later in his life, Everson would join the Dominican order and become Brother Antoninus.

He entered Camp Angel in 1943. His fellow inmates ranged from adherents to authoritarian religious beliefs who entirely rejected the day-to-day world, to anarchists and the extremely idealistic. Given that Waldport averaged seventy inches of rain a year, the hard work plus the gray deluge ensured that losing oneself in creative projects was a welcome diversion. The artists dismissed the camp’s official newsletter, the Tide, as bureaucratic pap; their own, the Untide, was considerably more engaging.

Soon it became the Untide Press, and Everson and others were publishing a magazine called Illiterati, another called Compass, and a book of Everson’s poetry, War Elegies. The pacifist network spread the word, and before long, an issue of Illiterati included a fragment of Miller’s The Air-Conditioned Nightmare and three poems by Kenneth Patchen, whose An Astonished Eye Looks Out of the Air also became an Untide book. As 1944 passed, the camp also absorbed a number of veterans of the cooperative, peace-oriented Hedgerow Theatre near Philadelphia. As the war wound down and the inmates were released, many of them drifted down the coast to look in on Rexroth.

His status as chief macher of San Francisco poetry had been firmly established with the 1944 publication of his second book of poetry, The Phoenix and the Tortoise, which received outstanding reviews, including a gem from William Carlos Williams in the Quarterly Review of Literature: “Strong meat and drink written in a verse which is clear as water.”

The title poem depicted Rexroth and his second wife, Marie (Andrée had died of a seizure in 1940), camping on the shore on Easter week, where they found the body of a Japanese sailor. On the beach, they stood between society and the cosmic world. History, the sailor, brought death; poetry was the life force, although they were one, united in nature. “The State is the organization / Of the evil instincts of mankind. / History is the penalty / We pay for original sin.” Opposed to this is Eros, not just sexuality but love for all beings, which in Buddhism is called the Boddhisattva vow.

More poets began to seek out Rexroth. Philip Lamantia had been the wunderkind of surrealist poetry, having left San Francisco for New York in 1942 at the age of fifteen to become André Breton’s protégé and be published in the surrealist journal View. In November 1946, still only nineteen, he published his Erotic Poems, which was fittingly celebrated at Rexroth’s home on Potrero Hill in the company of Duncan, the poet Muriel Rukeyser, and Rexroth’s close friend, New Directions publisher James Laughlin.

The poets found an outlet for their work in a Berkeley-based journal called Circle, edited by a cabbie and bookstore owner named George Leite and designed by Bern Porter, who’d published Lamantia’s Erotic Poems. Anti-war, experimental, and anarchist, Circle featured contributions from the local poets as well as Henry Miller, Anaïs Nin, and William Carlos Williams, plus work from the avant-garde composers Harry Partch and Darius Milhaud. Between 1944 and 1948, they put out ten issues with an expansive credo: “When a technique becomes a school, death of creation is the result. Eclecticism is the only approach to Art in which there is no death. CIRCLE is completely eclectic.”

Meantime, Rexroth had convened yet another anarchist group, the Libertarian Circle, to succeed his wartime pacifist Randolph Bourne Council. They met on Wednesday nights in the top floor of a house on Steiner Street that they rented in cooperation with the Arbeiter Ring (Workmen’s Circle), a left social democratic group. The price of admission was a bottle of red wine, about forty-nine cents. Reading Kropotkin, Proudhon, Engels, Lenin, Lao Tzu, Plato, Aristotle, and Bacon, they were all, said Duncan, “brought up on Daddy Rexroth’s reading list.”

A genuine if unconventional teacher, Rexroth would have his greatest influence on the poetic community in an ongoing series of salons held in his own home, mixing scatological humor, gossip, and a profound knowledge of poetry and anarchist philosophy. It was all a great deal more intellectual than what would flower on Haight Street twenty years later, but the spirit would remain true.

The Libertarian Circle was allied with a new publication, the Ark, edited by Lamantia and Sanders Russell. Personal conflicts doomed it to a single issue in 1947, but it included the Bay Area regulars as well as New Yorkers Paul Goodman, e. e. cummings, William Carlos Williams, and Ammon Hennacy of the Catholic Workers. Assertively anarchist, it argued that “the integrity of the personality [is] the most substantial and considerable of values… the validity if not the future of the anarchist position is more than ever established. It has become the polished mirror in which the falsehoods of political models stand naked.”

They certainly should have been confident of their impact after Harper’s that year ran “The New Cult of Sex and Anarchy,” a distinctly scurrilous attack by a freelance writer named Mildred Brady. After dismissing the poets as a mere revival of ’20s modernism, she savaged her primary target, Wilhelm Reich, then sank to the bottom by smearing the poets’ seeking after mystic revelations as “uncomfortably reminiscent of the glorification of instincts and urges, the subjective absolutism of the famed [pre-Nazi] Stefan George circle.” “Not to pin a label” of fascism on them, she wrote, it was no surprise (unnamed) people murmured “neo fascist” about them.

The article was followed by a four-episode hit piece in the Hearst flagship San Francisco Examiner, which described Big Sur as a “colony of hate.” “Their philosophy is the doctrine of doom that characterizes the limp wrist, surrealist school of thought.” Any criticism of America would corrupt the children, thought the Examiner, a right-wing trope that would endure.

In 1946, Duncan returned to UC Berkeley. The next year, he took up with a student named Gerald Ackerman, who lived in a boardinghouse at 2208 McKinley Avenue with the poet Jack Spicer (and also, curiously, the future science fiction writer Philip K. Dick and Duncan’s old friend from college, a nascent film critic named Pauline Kael). That year, he also published his first book of poetry, Heavenly City, Earthly City, an allegorical and mythological transmutation of his personal life.

A highly charged erotic circle gathered around him, most notably Jack Spicer and Robin Blaser. Their aesthetic was based on magic, polytheism, and sexual freedom, and Duncan preached this gospel in weekly literary salons. His studies were in medieval history, and what emerged was the pursuit of a utopian polis, a genuine community of poetry.

The English department’s presiding poet, Josephine Miles, encouraged the trio to give workshops, but her professional attitude was much more conventional; after all, her doctoral dissertation involved the systematic counting of syllables of emotion in Wordsworth. Duncan, said James Broughton, was a “poet who lived poetically because poetry lived him.”

By the late ’40s, San Francisco and Berkeley had become, said Broughton, “a whirlpool of maverick poets.” Maverick was well chosen; they were a diverse bunch. At the age of three, Broughton himself had been told by an angel named Hermy that he was a poet; he would receive instruction from Hermy for the rest of his life. He discovered Ezra Pound in college at Stanford. In 1947, seeking to merge his passions for poetry and dance into “something magical,” he attended an experimental film series at the San Francisco Museum of Art, and with the teacher as his cinematographer, then produced two well-regarded avant-garde short films, Mother’s Day and The Adventures of Jimmy. He used poems as his shooting scripts: “I had always wanted to dance impossible dances.”

Broughton also joined a small poetry reading group, Devotees of the Maiden, which included Duncan, Madeline Gleason, and the group’s founder, Helen Adam, a mystic poet and sorceress from Scotland who wrote of women fulfilled not by men but by supernatural forces. Women were noticeably prominent in the emerging San Francisco poetry community.

Gleason, Broughton related, “lived to read poetry aloud and hear it read.” Born in Fargo, North Dakota, she had come to San Francisco in 1935 and briefly worked with Rexroth on a Works Progress Administration (WPA) arts project. Supporting her poetry with a job as a runner in the financial district, her hair dyed bright red to match her equally vivid lipstick, she lived on Telegraph Hill with her lover, “a teacher lady,” an orange cat, “and a red velvet armchair,” recalled Broughton, “devoted to tea and whisky and the Virgin Mary.” Indefatigable, she “bullied museums, galleries, and bookshops” into sponsoring readings.

Gleason’s earliest success was the 1947 Festival of Modern Poetry readings at the Labaudt Gallery, 1407 Gough Street, which featured Rexroth, Everson, and Duncan, along with the more academically oriented Berkeleyites Josephine Miles and Thomas Parkinson, and Stanford professor Yvor Winters. They formed the Poetry Guild, and the readings continued at the museum and at SF State—which in 1954 opened its Poetry Center, directed by Ruth Witt-Diamant.

In explicit contrast to the consciously hermetic literary approach of the Easterners, San Francisco poetry had become a performance art. They had found their voice.
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