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INTRODUCTION

Allen Ginsberg often remarked that writing poetry was the “family busi-
ness.” His father, Louis, eamed a modest reputation as a lyric poet, and his
older brother, Eugene Brooks, published poetry in a number of newspapers
and magazines. Neither, of course, would ever come close to achieving Allen’s
lofty status in the literary community, but that never stopped Allen from
promoting the merits of their work. He often appeared at joint poetry
readings with his father and, on a rare occasion, with his brother. He wrote
introductions for poetry collections by Louis and Eugene. He was proud of his
father’s and his brother’s work, even though it was vastly different in style
and content from his own.

Like Allen, Louis looked at his family’s interest in writing poetry as
being almost inevitable. “Asking why we write is like asking why fire
burns,” he said. “It's our nature. . . . How can we perpetuate ourselves?
One way is by children, another is by art.”

When I was researching Dharma Lion, my biography of Allen Ginsberg,
it occurred to me that Allen's relationship with his father, as well as the
lineage of poetry and political interest passed on from father to son, had
always been overshadowed by the interest in Allen’s relationship with his
mother. To a certain degree, this made sense: Allen’s masterwork, “Kad-
dish,” was a heartwrenching homage to — and biography-in-poetry of — his
mother, and Naomi Ginsberg's story, in terms of sheer drama and emo-
tional impact, seemed to have so much more to offer.

Still, Allen’s debt to his father is undeniable, and the debt extends far
beyond Allen’s following in his father’s footsteps as a poet and, later,
teacher. Allen had many literary influences, but Louis was his first, and even
after Allen met such important friends and literary contemporaries as Jack
Kerouac and William S. Burroughs, who strongly influenced the direction
of his writing, he continued to discuss his work with his father. Perhaps
even more important was the ongoing debate on political issues. Since
neither Burroughs or Kerouac cared much for politics, Allen used his father
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as a sounding board, which becomes very clear in this volume of letters. You
can just feel Allen working his material, running statements past his father,
and developing his position for later writings and political proclamations.

I remember mentioning all this to Allen when I proposed this book
project to him many years ago. He was overwhelmed with work, as he
always was, buc he was intrigued by the idea. He remembered his letters to
his facher in only the most general of terms, but when he reread a small
sampling of them, he agreed that they might be useful to scholars and
biographers in the future, as well as to general readers fascinated by
twentieth-cencury American history and politics.

Louis Ginsberg, the first of Pinkus and Rebecca Schectman Ginsberg's five
children, was born on October 1, 1895, in Newark, New Jersey. Both of his
parents were of Russian Jewish ancestry. Pinkus, a socialist, was active in
politics, and boch Pinkus and Rebecca belonged to the Yiddish Arbeiter
Ring, also known as the Workman's Circle. Louis would recall his facher’s
taking him to socialist meetings, where he had occasion to hear Eugene
Debs speak. Pinkus ran a small laundry business, which barely earned
enough to pay the family’s bills. Louis occasionally accompanied his father
on the horse-drawn cart, picking up laundry and making deliveries, buc he
had very little interest in che business.

Louis attended Barringer High School, one of the first high schools in the
country, where he excelled in his studies and began writing poetry. In a 1990
interview, Hannah Liczky, Louis’s youngest sister, accredited Margaret Coule,
one of Louis’s high school English reachers, as the one responsible for Louis's
initial interest in writing poetry.

“She had given rhe class an assignment to write a poem in imitation of
Mileon's ‘L'Allegro, " Liczky remembered, “and Lou went home and did it.
She was absolutely amazed, and that was a very meaningful experience for
him, that he should have been so successful at it. That's what started him on
his career in poetry.”

While ac Barringer, Louis met Naomi Levy, ashorr, slender, atcractive girl
his age. Naomi had emigrated from Russia to the United States in 1905,
when she was ten years old, at the rime a pogrom forced the Russian Jews to
flee the country for their safety. Naomi was Louis's intellectual equal, and her
strongly stated opinions, especially on political affairs, led to many discus-
sions and arguments. Like many of the Russian Jews living in the western
pare of the country, near the Polish border, Naomi was a Communist.

Neither of Louis’s parents had much use for Naomi, largely because of
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her politics: She made very liccle secrec of her disdain for socialism, and she
wasn't afraid to confront the elder Ginsbergs, especially Rebecca, with her
views. For a while, Louis and Naomi's relationship was put on hold, while
Louis actended Rucgers University and Naomi attended a two-year college
to earn her teacher’s certification, buc in 1919, against the wishes of Louis's
parents, they married.

Naomi's politics weren't the only reason Louis’s parents objected to the
marriage. Just months before the wedding, Naomi suffered a nervous
breakdown, beginning what turned out to be a tormented adule life of
gradual mental deterioration. She quit teaching and, in 1921, bore her first
son, Eugene Brooks Ginsberg, named after Eugene Debs. Almost exactly
five years later, Irwin Allen Ginsberg was born.

Life was never easy for the Ginsbergs. As Louis’s teaching jobs took him
from Woodbine to Newark and then to Paterson, the family moved
frequently. Wich Naomi unable to work, Louis had to scramble to find
ways to support a family of four, as well as pay for Naomi's mounting
medical bills, on a teacher’s salary. The lack of money, along with Naomi's
increasingly irrational behavior, led to great tension. When they grew a
licele older, Eugene and Allen were occasionally kept out of school so that
they could keep an eye on their mother.

Although teaching took up most of his time, Louis continued to write
poetry. He joined the Poetry Society of America and associated with the
likes of Marianne Moore, Maxwell Bodenheim, John Dos Passos, and Edwin
Arlington Robinson. He published poems in numerous literary magazines
and newspapers, and he privately published two books of poetry, The Attic of
the Past and Other Lyrics (1920) and The Everlasting Minute (1937). His poem
“Fog” was included in Louis Untermeyer’s important anthology Modern
American and Modern British Poetry. Although he would never reach the
stature of some of his contemporaries, he was well known on the East Coast,
and he liked to call himself “Paterson’s principal poet.”

Allen Ginsberg was always “high-maintenance,” to use a current expres-
sion. He demanded more attention than his older brother, and his need for
physical affection was so great thac his father jokingly referred to him as
“my liccle kissing bug.” Allen would often crawl into bed with Louis,
which, in all likelihood, was precipitated by his anxiety over his mother's
manifestations of insanity and subsequent insticutionalization, but which,
nevertheless, contributed to confusing semierotic thoughts in a child
already mixed up by his sexual identity. (Throughout his life, Allen would
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have erotic dreams involving himself and his father, much the way he was
plagued by disturbing nightmares about his mother’s insanity and che guile
he felc in auchorizing her eventual lobotomy.)

Allen would never characterize his childhood as being a joyous one, but
he neverwrote it off as unhappy, either. Hannah Litzky remembered him as
being “happy, playful,” while her husband depicted his nephew’s child-
hood as strongly family-oriented.

“I remember him as a happy, frolicking kid, who would be with the
family down at che shore,” Leo Liczky said in 1990. “He loved to frolic in
the water and play with his cousins and ride bikes in the streec. He'd just
have a wonderful time. And race with the adults: Louie and he would race
for a hundred yards. Louie was very agile, and frequently Louie would win.
That camaraderie in the family was very strong and prevalent.”

There's no doubting Louis'’s early influence on Allen. Foras long as Allen
could remember, his facher recited poetry from memory, often while he was
doing domestic chores — “the way people sing or hum while they work,” as
Allen pointed out. Every nighe after dinner, Louis would retreat to his desk
in the comer of the living room, where he'd sit and grade his stcudents’
papers and, if he had the time, write poetry. For Allen, the desk became an
important memory and symbol: After his father’s death, he claimed it,
moved it to his apartment, and used it himself.

Allen said nothing about his desire to write poetry, mainly because, as he
noted later, he wanted Louis to think he was “normal.” Allen had once
overheard his father joking that Allen, as the only nonpoet in the family,
was the only normal member of the household, and he took his facher’s
words seriously. Although his early journals indicate that from a very early
age he felt chat he would be a writer someday, he kept these ambitions a
secret. When he began attending Columbia University in 1943, he
intended to study labor law.

The mid- to late 1940s was a tcumultuous period for both Allen and Louis
Ginsberg. Louis and Naomi, separated since 1943, were finally divorced in
1948. A short time later, Louis married Edith Cohen, a divorcée with two
teenaged children, Harold and Sheila, and the family moved into a new
house in Paterson. The marriage provided Louis with the kind of compa-
nionship and stable home life that he had lacking for most of his adulthood.
Vivacious and intelligent, Edith had an enormous influence on Louis,
particularly in matters involving his youngest son.

During this period, Allen confronted one crisis afteranother. In 1944, three
of his closest friends — Lucien Carr, Jack Kerouac, and William Burroughs —
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ran afoul of the law in the now-legendary David Kammerer murder; Carr was
imprisoned for manslaughter, while Kerouac and Burroughs faced minor
charges, stemming from their neglecting to report the crime, and because
Kerouac had assisted Carr in hiding evidence. The following year, Allen was
expelled from Columbia for housing an unauthorized guest (Kerouac) in his
dorm, and for scribbling obscene slogans and drawings on his gritty dorm
windows. That same year, Allen met Neal Cassady (a Denver native and hero of
Kerouac's On the Raad), and though Cassady was essentially heterosexual, the
two began an on-again, off-againaffair, which lasted fornearlya decade. When
Cassady initially cried to break off the relationship in 1947, Allentraveled to
Denver to rekindle the affair,and when that trip ended in failure, Allen found a
job on board a ship bound for Dakar.

Up until this point, Louis had no inkling of his son’s sexual preferences,
but he was understandably quite concerned about the direction Allen’s life
was taking. Louis never had much use for Allen’s friends — particularly
Burroughs and Cassady — and he exploded when Allen finally told him that
he was homosexual. Fortunately, Edith, who loved Allen deeply, acted as a
buffer between facher and son.

But the turmoil was far from over. In 1948, Allen confessed to Louis that
he'd had a series of “visions” involving William Blake and the mystic poet’s
work, and a year later — the same year that Naomi Ginsberg was permanently
committed to Pilgrim Sctate Hospital — Allen was arrested for allowing
Herbert Huncke, a friend, and Huncke's small burglary gang to store stolen
goods in his apartment. In lieu of a jail sentence, Allen was sent to Columbia
Presbyterian Psychiatric Institute for treatment.

The stress on Louis Ginsberg during all of this was immense.

“When I think of Louis in those days, I think of Job,” Eugene Brooks
recalled in his introduction to his father's Collated Poems. “These incidents
in themnselves are far from funny, but the dysfunction in lifestyle and
actitude between Louis and Allen takes on, in retrospect, a farcical quality.”

“Lou would talk to me about the difficulties that Allen had gotten into,
how distressed he was about it,” Hannah Litzky remembered. “I recall him
saying, ‘Maybe there’s something in the genes that has created all this
turmoil in Allen."”

*“I just admire Lou’s equanimity in handling Allen,” added Leo Litzky,
“because, in comparison, I would have had such anger. But Louis . . . I
marvel at his control and his ability to try to reason, even when he raised his
voice. And he did raise his voice when he differed strongly, but it was
always with a sense of reason.”
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Fortunately, Allen’s life became much more sectled after his string of
troubles in the late 1940s. He moved back home, met and was befriended
by William Carlos Williams, and, in general, tried to lead the kind of life
recommended by his therapist. As his journal entries from this period
indicate, he was far from content with this arrangement, but at least he was
staying out of trouble.

Allen Ginsberg's early poetry was derivative of the poetry he had grown up
reading — and the kind of work that would meet his facher’s approval. Allen
made a point of showing his poetry to Louis, and Louis would respond with
detailed criticism of the work. As rebellious as he could be, Allen also had a
powerful need for approval — from his facher, his teachers, and his friends,
all of whom would see his work. Allen’s facility with language and ideas
was obvious, but in adhering to traditional forms, he seemed to be lost in
rhyme and meter schemes, as well as in confusing symbols and metaphors.
Allen realized that his poetry needed to take a different direction, but he
had no answers until he met William Carlos Williams in 1950.

Allen showed some of his early rhymed poems (many of which can be
found in his collection The Gates of Wrath) to the elder poet, who lived in
nearby Rutherford, New Jersey, but Williams rejected them as imperfect
imitations. Williams was more interested in American idiom and language,
with their unique rhychms and sounds. In an attempt to please his new
mentor, Allen paged through his journals, pulled out prose passages, and
broke them into shorter lines imicative of Williams's poetry. Williams
responded favorably and promised to find a publisher for Allen's work.
Thus encouraged, Allen abandoned the traditional forms and wrote much of
the poetry eventually published in Empty Mirror.

Allen’s relationship with his facher shifted slightly as his friendship with
Williams blossomed. Louis was no longer the major influence; Williams,
along with Jack Kerouac, had replaced him. According to Edich Ginsberg,
Louis was pleased that a poet of Williams's reputation had befriended his
son, although he was slightly put off when Williams would visit and he and
Allen would huddle together in Allen’s room, excluding Louis from their
conversation.

Wich the publication of How! and Other Poems in 1956, Allen attained
fame, stature, and influence. As the letters in this volume indicate, Louis was
chrilled for his son, and if he felt any envy over Allen’s success, he kept it to
himself. Louis was never comfortable with some of the language and frank
sexuality in Allen's poetry, buc after initially criticizing chese elements in
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“Howl” and *“Kaddish,” only to see these poemns widely praised and
anthologized, Louis becamne less vocal about his objections. He and Allen
continued to debate the merits of works by Beat Generation writers, but
Louis tempered his criticism of Allen’s own poetry.

In time, there was almost a complete reversal of position. While Allen
published virtually anyching he wrote and submitted, including poetry
collections that were issued every few years or so, Louis was continually
frustrated by his inability to find a publisher for a new volume of his work.
He enclosed new poems in many of his letters to Allen and solicited his
son’s criticism, and though he was far too proud to ask Allen to use his
influence to end his publication woes, some of his letters were thinly veiled
appeals. When a publisher finally agreed to publish Morning in Spring, Louis
relied heavily on Allen’s position and experience almost every step of the
way, from asking for his suggestions on the selection and revisions of the
poems to be included in the volume to seeking advice on the promotion and
marketing of the book. Louis’s humility during all chis is touching, as is
Allen’s devotion to his father.

The joint poetry readings, beginning in 1966 and promoted as “the
battle of the bards,” provided Louis with new exposure (and income) in his
advancing years. At this point in his career, Allen was maintaining a
crushing work schedule, which included extensive traveling for poetry
readings and lectures, but he always found time for a handful of appearances
with his father. Although Louis clearly had more to gain from these
readings, Allen enjoyed them immensely. Not only did he revel in the lively
banter over poetry and politics; he also relished the opportunity to spend
more time with his family.

Louis might have deferred to Allen in literary macters, but he was loath to
concede a single point when they fought over political topics.

“Letters between Allen and Louis contained wrathful political grenades,”
observed Eugene Brooks, who, along with Edith Ginsberg and Hannah and
Leo Litzky, saw many of Allen’s letters to his father. The disagreements were
almost expected. From the days of their youth, Allen and Eugene had been
encouraged to speak their mind about political matters; both were reading and
clipping articles and editorials from newspapers when other boys their age
were more concerned with baseball scores than with world affairs. Both wrote
letters to the editors of the Paterson Morning Call and Paterson Evening News —
and, on at least one occasion, the New York T imes. Allen filled his diary with his
opinions on local, national, and intemational politics.
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The detonation of the atom bombs in Japan, as well as the Cold War with
the Soviet Union, had profound effects on Louis and Allen. Both feared for
the planet’s future, agreeing that science and technology might have
created, in the nuclear bomb, a means of humankind’s suicide. But they
strongly disagreed over the solution to the problem. Louis believed that
peace should be maintained through military strengeh, and that commun-
ism (the greatest threat to world peace, in his opinion) would only be
defeated or contained by an alliance of countries with superior firepower.
There was no reasoning or negotiating with the Soviet Union, he'd argue;
the only language the Communist leaders understood was brute force. Allen
disagreed. The world, he proposed, was divided by blind devotion to
nationalism and religion, with different nations and peoples willing to
decimate the world over their differences, rather than to unite and survive in
common humanity; the best solution was to extend a hand, rather than aim
a missile.

The Cuban revolution brought out some of their most passionate debates.
By the time Fidel Castro seized leadership in Cuba, Allen had spent an
extended period of time in Europe, Mexico, and northern Africa, where he'd
had the opportunity to see and analyze American politics from afar; he had
already formed the worldview that he would maintain for che rest of his life.
He wasn't buying his father’s contention that Castro’s government, wich its
ties to the Soviet Union, posed any immediate threat to the United States,
nor did he believe that the Castro regime meant continuous oppression to
the people of Cuba. Allen saw Castro as a benevolent dictator committed to
improving his impoverished country’s medical and educational systems;
U.S. opposition to Castro, Allen felt, only pushed Cuba closer to com-
munism and away from Castro’s original socialist intent.

Louis, quite predictably, dismissed Allen’s opinions as so much idealistic
drivel. The Bay of Pigs invasion forced Louis to reassess his stance, but he
held to his position. When Allen visited Cuba and was expelled from the
country in 1965, Louis found it impossible to resist ribbing his son about
how his free speech went over in a totalitarian regime.

The testy exchanges between father and son over Israel and Judaism are
particularly interesting, not just for what they say about the two men’s
individual beliefs but for the ways in which they represent general long-
standing debates about dual loyalty, heritage and religion, and Israel’s
conflicts in the Middle East. As these lecters illustrate, Louis became very
angry over his son’s slightest criticism of Israel’s politics, and he badgered
Allen about exploring his own Jewish heritage, even though he himself
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rarely observed the practices of his faith. He did celebrate Jewish holy days
and holidays, but he rarely set foot in a synagogue, the household meals
were not prepared kosher, and neither of his sons were bar mitzvahed.

““Allen was not brought up with a strong Jewish identification, in terms of
the religion itself, but he was brought up with the values,” Hannah Liczky
explained. “Because my parents were socialists, religion, per se — the
observance of religious practices — was not important. Then Lou married
a Communist, who, of course, was totally antireligion. There was no
observance and no interest, really, in bringing the boys up as Jewish, buc
there was a very, very strong commitment to being Jewish. That was part of
one's identity.”

That identificacion was the cornerstone of the disputes between Allen
and Louis Ginsberg. Louis had been shaken to the roots by the Holocaust,
and he saw the establishment and continued welfare of Israel as tantamount
to the survival of the Jewish people and their heritage. Allen, of course,
detested any brand of nationalism, which he believed only led to further
division in the human race, more hatred and warfare, and, in the age of
nuclear weapons, a greater nudge toward planetary annihilation. Allen
enraged his facher with his occasional essays or statements to the press about
Israel, and Louis responded with harsh letters (including one letter to an
editor of a magazine, for which Allen had written an essay), his language as
strong and confrontational as anything he would ever say to his son.

Their arguments over the Vietnam War were almost as contentious.
Louis, like most Americans of his generation, had witnessed Hitler's
conquering of Europe, as well as the Soviet Union’s domination of Eastern
Europe after the war; the domino theory in Southeast Asia made perfect
sense to him. Allen, on the other hand, believed that the conflict in
Vietnam was a civil war, and he argued that a Communist victory might
not be the worst thing that could happen in that part of the world. As
always, Louis boiled over anytime Allen showed the slightest sympathy
whatsoever for communism, and on more than one occasion, he waved off
Allen’s arguments as a matter of Naomi's influence over her son. In several
leccers, Louis berated Allen as a “pinko” or “commie.”

The letters concerning Vietnam are poignant symbols of the country’s
view as a whole. Louis, like many Americans, hated the idea of warfare, but
he regarded it as a necessary evil; one had to stop the growth of communism
or face the consequences. However, as time passed and the war dragged on,
Louis’s stance softened, and though he would never concede the idea that
the nation’s escalating involvement in Vietnam might have been a mistake,
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he grew more critical of the government and its inability to resolve the
crisis.

At times, the intensity of Louis and Allen’s political bickering can be
unseccling to a reader, especially in chis day and age, when passion for
politics has been largely replaced by a sense of cynical resignation, but
heated opinion never fractured the bond between father and son. “Allen and
Lou would fight with each other like cat and dog,” Edith Ginsberg
reflected, “but they always wound up in each other’s arms.”

“Please save all my letters. Some day someone might want to collect them or
want to see lecters between you and me.”

Louis Ginsberg wrote these words in a December 6, 1965, letter to his
son, but he needn’t have worried: Allen saved everything, from correspon-
dence to rent receipts, from his high school term papers to the different
drafts of his poems. From all appearances, he saved every lecter Louis wrote
to him, including those sent to all corners of the world, when Allen was
living or traveling abroad. Unfortunately, Louis was not as careful with
Allen’s lecters to him. Many were discarded after reading; others were
misplaced after they were passed around from Louis to Eugene to the
Liczkys. Both Louis and Allen evencually sold their letters to, or stored them
in, university archives, but even so, many of Allen’s letters — including
those written after 1965 — are missing. One regrets their loss, just as one
can't help but wonder about the contents of Allen’s voluminous corre-
spondence with William S. Burroughs — letters that Burroughs tossed out
after reading.

However, what remains is significant. The letters offer an intimace
portrayal of a complex father-son relationship, as well as a running com-
mentaryabout some of the most turbulent times in U.S. history. These letters
chart Allen Ginsberg's intellectual and emotional maturation, his develop-
ment as a poet, and the evolution of his political views, all within the context
of a loving relationship, which, while often tested, endured throughout two
exemplary, yet greacly differing, lifetimes.



EDITOR'S NOTE

The sheer volume of the Allen Ginsberg correspondence is staggering,
consisting of thousands of letters, notes, and postcards to his family, friends,
fellow writers and poets, politicians, social activists and organizers, mem-
bers of the media, and total strangers. The number of letters increased in
proportion to Ginsberg's fame, and it was not uncommon for Allen to
complain about being buried beneath the weight of the obligation to
answer the mail. Nevertheless, he was dutiful in responding to these
communications, sometimes in writing, often by phone. When Ginsberg's
selected lecters are eventually published, readers will likely wonder, as have
Ginsberg scholars already familiar with the correspondence, how Allen
found time to write his poetry, lec alone the huge volume of essays, journal
entries, book introductions, jacket blurbs, and so on.

When reading and editing the Ginsberg correspondence, I kept in mind
several facts. Allen had the habit of designating blocks of time for
correspondence, and he would write many letters on the same day. As a
rule, the letters were written in haste, with little or no consideration of the
fact that one day they might be published. Allen, whose spelling was
atrocious to begin with, filled his letters with misspellings, horrible
punctuation and capitalization, and grammatical errors; on occasion, he
would forget what month it was or — usually in the months of January and
February — what year it was. None of this is particularly uncommon in a
large volume of correspondence — as I learned when I was researching
Dharma Lion and reading the letters of Ginsberg’s literary contemporaries —
but it does present an editor with a puzzle and a challenge: Do you publish
the letters untouched, warts and all, taking a purist’s approach to scholar-
ship, or do you “clean up” the letters, making them more readable for a
general, less scholarly audience?

Obviously, my task would have been easier had Louis and/or Allen
Ginsberg been alive when I was compiling this book. They could easily
have gone over the manuscript and, since this book bears their names, made
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any minor corrections they wished. Having known Allen and having
observed him working on other projects, and having discussed this one
with him in great detail, I can state that he certainly would have corrected
many misspellings and some of the incorrect capitalization; in all like-
lihood, he would have tinkered with punctuation. Such was his method,
even when preparing previously published poems for his Collected Poems and
Selected Poems or reviewing his published essays and interviews before
reprinting them in Deliberate Prose and Spontaneous Mind.

After mulling over all chis, I decided to edit in favor of readability, with
as lictle intrusion upon the original texts as possible. I corrected mis-
spellings (especially of proper names) when it was clear that these were
unintended; I kepe the original misspellings when ic was evident that cthey
were intentional, meant for humor, emphasis, or some other reason. I did
not alcer any of the prose or syntax, although I did use standard capitaliza-
tion with regard to proper names and places (unless, again, I felt Ginsberg
had a reason for doing otherwise). Finally, I lefc the punctuation intac,
except on those rare occasions when an added comma or period would clear
up an otherwise confusing sentence. Ellipses in the original letters are
maintained in the text of this book. Whenever material has been cut, eicher
because it was repetitious or of litcle interest to scholars or readers, or, on a
rare occasion, when the handwriting was illegible, I used brackets and
ellipses: [. . .].

For the sake of brevity and simplicity, I have used abbreviations in the
footnotes: AG (Allen Ginsberg), LG (Louis Ginsberg), and CP (Collected
Poems).

Finally, for the sake of readability, I used a standard format to indicate
the date on which a letter was wricten, or, for Allen, the location from
which it was written. Since Louis Ginsberg always wrote at home, I
indicated his address on/y on the first leccer written from a particular
location. The reader should assume that until a new address is introduced,
all leccers were written from the address given previously.



EARLY CORRESPONDENCE

When Allen began his first term at Columbia University in the Fall 1943, he was
prococious intellectually, but, at barely seventeen yearsof age, be lagged bebind bis lvy
League classmates in terms o f maturity and sophistication. Most of his classmates had
come from wealthier families and stronger educational backgrounds. This, however,
meant little to G insberg, who, after his youth with his mother, had great empathy for
the underdog and an attraction for people who were different.

During bis first term at Columbia, Allen met a strikingly attractive, highly
intelligent, and openly rebellious St. Louis native named Lucien Carr. Although only
two years Allen’s senior, Lucien seemed to be a lifetime abead of him in knowledge and
experience. Through Carr, Allen met William Seward Burroughs, another St. Louis
native, a Harvard graduate who, at twenty-nine, became a kind of group elder.
Allen also met Jack Kerouac, another friend of Carr's, a former football star who
wanted to devote his life to writing. Allen immediately developed crushes on Kerouac
and Carr, although he kept bis feelings to himself. | f the members of this group had
one thing in common, it was their open disdain for what they considered to be the
stifling standards in American literature and lifestyle. Burroughs was conducting bis
own private study of the people living on the margins in New York — petty criminals,
drug addicts, the homeless, sexual deviants, and other rebellious types — while Carr
and Ginsberg (and Kerouac, to a lesser extent) discussed what they called a “New
Vision” for literature, in which the individual mind and experience would dictate the
language, form, content, and meaning of a work of fiction or poetry.

Such lofty ambitions might have been standard fare on most college campuses, where
students were encouraged to stretch the boundaries of youthful preconceptions, but
Ginsberg, Kerouac, Burroughs, Carr, and other members of their circle were definitely
a cut above the average. Kerouac's literary ambitions alone were awe-inspiring —
according to the legend, he had written over 1 million words before he arvived at
Columbia — while Burroughs's fierce intelligence, coupled with his natural distrust of
all social, political, and religious institutions, provided the group with creative and
intellectual sparks not often found in the usual college cliques.

Louis Ginsberg was less than enthralled with Allen's new choice of friends, or
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with Aller's open rebellion. Louis might have been liberal by nature, but be still
believed in an orderly standard of bebavior; anything else, he'd argue with Allen,
invited chaos or insanity. Besides, Allen and his friends weren’t experienced enough in
Uife to challenge the norms of a system that had been functioning so well for so long.
Allen was getting an education at Columbia and in New York, but it was not the
one Louts had bargained for.

In August 1944, the group — and Carr, in particular — became the focus of a
scandal that rocked the Columbia campus and literally changed the course of a
number of lives. For some time, Lucten had been stalked by a former St. Louis physical
education instructor and college teacher named David Kammerer, whose obsession
with the younger Carr had led him to pursue Lucien from city to city throughout the
United States, ending in New York. There was little question that Kammerer was
deeply troubled — he went to the lengths of breaking into Lucien's apartment to watch
him sleep — but he seemed to be more tragic than dangerous.

However, late one evening in mid-August 1944, after a night of heavy drinking,
Kammerer confronted Carr in Manbattan's Riverside Park. Kammerer threatened
Carr and, largely fearing for his own safety, Lucien pulled out a Boy Scout knife and
stabbed Kammerer to death. He then dragged Kammerer's body down to the river,
weighted him with rocks, and left him in the water.

Carr eventually turned himself in, two days later, but first he paid visits to
Burroughs and Kerouac. Burvoughs urged Lucien to surrender to the authorities, but
Carr was worried about getting “the hot seat.” Kerouac helped Carr dispose of the
knife and Kammerer's glasses, and then the two spent what they felt would be their
final hours together, wandering around New York. Then Carr went to the police and
led them to Kammerer's body.

Allen was horvified and saddened when he heard the details of Kammerer's death.
He had liked Kammerer and was appalled by the way bis life had ended. He worried
about Carr, who was certain to face prison time; in addition, Kerouac and Burroughs
were being beld for failure to report the crime. The immediate future looked very bleak.

The following letter is very revealing, not only for the details that Allen selected to
provide his understandably concerned father but also for what it reveals about Allen's
personality and state of mind at the time. Dramatic to the point of hyperbole, yet
[framing the core of his letter with small talk, Allen displayed a naiveté that would
haunt and embarrass him when he was reminded of it many years later. Taken as an
introduction of the corvespondence that follows, the letter leads ome to a better
understanding of Louis Ginsberg's frustrations with Allen, and his concerns for his
son's direction in life
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Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg

{New York City}
nd. {ca. August 1944}

Dear Louis:

Your visit last night I remember only as a rather surprising dream. I was
pleased to see you, but fele quite contrite, when I fell back to sleep, that
you'd have to travel all the way back for such a short talk.

I have been reading Dickens' Grear Expectations in my spare time.

The time seems to be out of joint — oh, cursed spite! — but is slowly
readjusting itself to normality; or at any rate, it is becoming as normal as it
can be under the circumstances. I don’t remember what I told you last
night. I was at the D.A.’s office, and was asked routine questions about
Character — that was compositively unimportant. I also had a long talk with
Kerouac. He told me all about the following days — how, says he, the two
rode around in taxicabs discussing the ramifications of the deed — emo-
tional, moral, and artistic. Carr cried a little without knowing it and kept
saying, perhaps a bit distracted, “He died . . . this is the way the world
ends: not with a bang but a whimper.”

There were a few heroic scenes, as well: Before Carr went upstairs to his
mother, he shook hands with Kerouac, bidding him goodbye for the last
time. As Kerouac grasped his hand, he found several dollar bills between
their palms. Carr withdrew his hand irritated and flung the money away
into the street, then shook hands, turned, and went upstairs. Kerouac
added, with a smile, that Carr knew he would pick up the money later.

Celine' is taking it all rather well. She saw Carr today, and said that he is
chastened and serious, that he is much like old L. Carr when he dropped his
atcicudes and masks and defenses, and waxed serious. He seems to be, for the
firse time, openly considerate of others, without consciousness of being what
he would have called “Bourgeois,” as Celine said. He worried about Jack,
whether he would get out, etc. He asked about me, about my interview

with , and even very solicitously hoped that I didn't get burned.
Celine is the only one to have seen Carr: the attorneys have forbid any
other visits. I may, however, be allowed to go next week. If I have time, I
shall go, for I really pity Lucien under the circumstances, and, although I
would profess to be a moralist, I can't find it in me to condemn him.

I Celine Young, Lucien Carr’s girlfriend.
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Celine also asked him, as she put it, a rhetorical question, which he took
up: “Why did you do it.” He told her in confidence that the reason given
was the true one — that Kammerer had suddenly become more violent than
ever before, and that Lucien, frightened, had drawn his knife. Lucien told
her that for the most part he could not remember what had happened. He
said his mind, to use the usual phrase, was blank — and that, as an artist, he
was sorry to have lost so much of the experience.

School otherwise is coming along. Chemistry was trouble, as usual. I've
about 5 books to read in the very near fucure, and I've got to apply myself
now or be lost, so I've been applying myself for the past few hours.

Any letcers from Eugene?

I spent most of the $5 on phone calls, newspapers, carfare, and (che first
evening) drinks for Edie' and myself when we heard che news. Can you send
me a dollar to tide me over to next Friday?

Allen

From the beginning, Louis Ginsberg disapproved of bis son's new friends, whom he
considered to be bad influences. T he talk of Rimbaud, derangement of the senses, a New
Vision for modern literature, the ‘‘junkies and geniuses” of the subculture — all offended
Louis’s sensibilities, particularly in the aftermath of the Carr-Kammerer episode. In
Louis’s opinion, Allen's new obsessions were dangerous invitations to disaster.

Allen countered that literature needed to take a new direction, moving away from
the mannered, constrictive approach of the past, though he was not certain what the
new approach might be. He had only recently informed bis father that he was writing
poetry — an announcement that pleased Louis more than Allen had anticipated — and
their corvespondence was now filled with discussion, sometimes contentious, of
literature and what might be appropriate subject matter for it. In his letters to
Allen, Louis maintained a balance between intellectual discourse and his duties as a
father dispensing advice to his son, yet, as the following two letters — one to his sister
and one to one of Allen's favorite teachers — reveal, Louis was growing increasingly
distressed about the path bis son was taking.

1. Edie Parker, Jack Kerouac's girlfriend. Kerouac married Parker immediately after his release from
custody. The marriage was short-lived.
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Louis Ginsberg to Hannah Litzky

324 Hamilton Ave.
Paterson, NJ
January 16, 1945

Dear Hannah,

Relative to our phone conversation, I'd like you to show this letter of Allen’s
to Saltrnan.

Allen, as classwork, is writing a novel whose hero is a fictionalized Lucien
Carr, a twisted eccentric. In addition, Allen regards any protest against his
use of vulgar words in the novel as questioning his artistic integrity. I
remonstrated that (a) Carr is not a desirable protagonist and (b) vulgar
words do not necessarily prove artistic integrity.

His letter was an answer to my criticism. [. . .]

Love.
Louis

Louis Ginsberg to Lionel Trilling

February 21, 1945

Dr. Lionel Trilling
Columbia University
Morningside Heights
New York City

Dear Dr. Trilling:

I wonder whether I may take the liberty of writing to you about my son,
Allen Ginsberg, who is one of your students.

Allen, whom I am trying to appraise objectively, is a brilliant youngster,
precocious intellectually, but lagging, I fear, emotionally. He dramatizes
himself as a writer, though he does have some potentialities.

At present, he is making clever but false verbal rationalizations that the
immoralist way of life (2 la Gide, I think) is a valid one. He thinks merely to
rationalize some inner tendency proves a satisfactory way of life, harmonious
with what we might term normal values. He seeks to philosophize abnorm-
ality into normality. I am not sure whether I make myself clear to you.
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Since Allen holds you in high esteem and places greac value on your
dicta, I wonder whether, if it is not inconvenient for you, I might meet you.
I feel chat you could exert a salutary influence on Allen, who, by the way,
has fallen in with some undesirable friends.

I believe Dean N.M. McKnight' has some knowledge of the situation.

May I hear from you?

Sincerely yours,
Louis Ginsberg

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

nd. {ca. 1945}
Dear Allen,

Received your letter. On the whole, it was a clever and even brilliant one;
but it was subtly infected with fallacy.

Even if normal values are rationalizations as well as abnormal ones, the
latter, as normal values guz normal ones, result in a betterand safer adjustment
to society and a greater integration of the person. According to your blanket
staternent, you would bracket the rationalizations of a homosexual or an insane
person as satisfactory for society and for the person. The homosexual and the
insane person is a menace to himself and to society. Danger and disaster lie that
way! Your clever verbal solutions are incongruous with reality of life. You are
developed intellectually; but, emotionally, you lag.

You exaggerate my own tendencies. I find compensation in the devel-
opment of my own inner being in accordance and in harmony with salucary,
social values. My personality is dominant in my own wayj; i.e. in achieving a
poetic life of modest but definite accomplishments. I fail to discem a
sadistic force.

No, I disagree with you — but definitely — that an immoralist can confirm
“enduring human values,” in chaos, “democratic civilization.” You're all
“wet,” Allen. You simply have little experience in life. Where is your
former, fine zeal for a liberal progressive, democratic society? Your sophistry
— for that is what it is — is a series of half-truchs, verbal cleverness, and
dangerous ideas expressed in specious and dexterous verbiage.

1. Nicholas McKnight, Columbia’s associate dean, asked Allen to refrain from writing his novel about
the Carr-Kammerer episode. In McKnight's opinion, Allen’s novel was “smutcy.”
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I don’t think, at bottom, Burroughs is serious. Even granting, for the
sake of argument, that he is, it is the sincerity of a fundamentalist, hell-and-
brimstone, bigoted preacher whose ways sow hatred and distortion. He
rationalizes his malice resulting from his maladjustment, does Burroughs.
He's dangerous not because he rationalizes but because his end product of
thought and attitude results, eventually, if carved out in action, in danger
and disharmony and chaos. You don’t know enough of life to separate his
non-conformity from truth or realities. Frankly, I shall be — justifiably —
disappointed in you, if you persist in your intimate relation with him.

You are wrong that Trilling, Weaver, and Van Doren will side with
Burroughs. Some of his art values they may like better than T. D. Adams;
but Burroughs’ social values those teachers will reject. I challenge you to
present Burroughs’ views, art and social, to Trilling or Van Doren!!! I dare
you to take them up to Trilling.

No, pleasure is not the final reference of morality. Were it so, chaos,
confusion, anarchy would result, not communism or socialism or a better
society or a better man. License is not liberty. Pleasure, if it harms the
individual or society, isbad. I tell you, Allen, you are living in an Ivory Tower.

Your poems: The one about the rose I don’t care for. You don’t have
enough warrant for the reader to glean that the rose refers to a vaginal one.

I didn’t care for Poem II. “No Soap” to me.

Poem III is good. I like it: it has subtle and epigrammatic aspects, well-
knit meter, a valid idea.

What about a psychiatrist?

Louis

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

August 8, 1945
Dear Allen,

Received your letter.
Glad you have so much wearing apparel. This solves one problem for the
nonce. When you are home, I'll have pictures taken, as Eugene had.
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All is quiet here. I have two more days of school; then I'll have a three
week vacation to loll about.

When and if you need more money, don't hesitate to write for it.

Your description of a “regular” fellow was about a randy type of
somewhat inferior grade. Regularity includes variety of types; and the
one you alienated was of rather low grade. (I'm afraid your letter is rather
too vulgar to show to Hannah.)

I do think that obeying orders and reasonable self-discipline are essentials
in a “regular,” which I make coincide with a reasonable or sensible mode of
life. The effervescence of your revolt is an ingredient of youth; but if it all
makes you anti-social and disoriented, there is a great deal of rue topay. Don’t
let yourself get rid of your common sense to make room for your textbooks. A
licele of che Greek ideal of moderation would do you no harm, m’lad.

The stories of the atomic bomb are exciting. I'm poring over the papers
for it all. We may be on the threshold of a new era, though, I suppose it all
takes a century or two for the effects to sink into the social body of the
common man.

I've been reading a variety of items: essays on Kafka, a book on the
electron microscope, the poetry of Hart Crane, essays on modern and
modernistic poets, etc.

Feel well — and keep your shirt on!

Louis

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

September 14, 1945
Dear Allen,

Received your letter.

Glad you are O.K.

Sorry youwon't be in for the Jewish Holiday. When do you expect to be
in Paterson nexr?

Am doing a bit of reading lately racher than writing, as I am lying fallow
a while. Read or re-read Edmund Wilson's The Triple Thinkers with
interesting interpretations of Henry James, especially his tale, The Tum
of the Screw. There is also a good essay on mannerism and literature. Have
also dipping into Stefan Zweig's autobiography, The World of Yesterday. I'll
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read soon Farrell's new book of essays, wherein he cudgels the genteel
writers.
All are well in Newark and send their regards to you.

Love
Louis

P.S. I re-read some of your recent poems. They have good qualities: have
good ideas with penetration. However, your verse is at times a bit
amorphous and not focused enough into concrete images which sum up
and unify and integrate your ideas. I suggest you 1. use concrete images; 2.
concentrate more; 3. watch the grammar for greater simplicity and clarity.

L

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

November 2, 1945
Dear Allen,

Received your interesting lecter, that is, what I could decipher of it. In
pencil and in scrawls: I was barely able to decode it all.

You say: “In part I agree with Shapiro. The rest, I differ.” Me too — with
Shapiro and with you.

As for S.'s poem, it is not a poem but clever verse i la Pope.

A fine poem — to continue our discussion — has indirection and allusive-
ness; it operates on different levels. But too much modern, or rather
modernistic poetry, is willfully obscure; it hides in private occule allusiveness,
which leads to dadaism and echolalia. This obscurity and cerebral mumbo-
jumbo has widened the gulf between the poet and the intelligent reader.

I realize well enough that the modem poet has to cope with difficulties
which did not lie in wait for him in previous epochs. The disorder of modem
life;; the explorations of Freud, Einstein, Marx; the mechanization and [. . .] of
many activities; the pluralism of many conflicting values — all these make the
poet shrink into himself. The enormous expansion of science, anthropology,
sociology, psychiatry; the influence of the radio — all frighten the poet into
hiding in his obscurity. He is afraid of clarity, not finding clarity in life. So he
thinks he says something profound when he achieves the verbal duplicity of
imitating clever associations. Life may be that way but not the best art.
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Rimbaud was an intense seeker but not after adequate normal values. He
sought absolute moral values. That's a horse of a different color. Anybody who
seeks absolute values gets stalled! He must resign himself to pragmatic values
or commit suicide. No one ever will or can find, with infinitely microscopic
minds, the designs and meanings in the macroscopic vastness. Pragmatic
values have not brought us to chaos; it is the indifference of the masses to those
values and it is the amoral cynicism power-ridden moguls and tycoons, aided
and abetted by the unorganized masses, that has brought us to the past war.

I don’t say that our modern problems are properly faced as they should
be; they are solved in a hugger-mugger, bad fashion; but to wait till you get
absolute values which you'll never ever achieve — that is infantilism or
quixotic incompetence, to say the least.

You in your infinite wisdom are less successful in solving dilemmas than
rhe pragmatic individual, it seems to me. You don’'t seem to me to be
searching for moral and political values. You deny there are any absolute
values — then you butt your head against the universe, straining after those
absolute values. What a sorry paradox!

When you end by your saying society is destroying itself and therefore
you can do nothing to blend personal and societal gains, you are, well, off
balance. Your statement reminds me of a lady who went to a psychiatrist to
prove to the doctor and her husband that she was sane. 'I like pancakes;
does that make me neurotic?” she asks the doctor.

“No,” he said.

“Well, my husband says I'm off.”

“Because you make pancakes?” asked the doctor.

“Yes,"” she replied. “Will you come sometimes over to my house to taste
my pancakes?”

“All right,” replied the doctor.

Smiling, as the woman turned to leave, dragging along her non-plussed
husband, she added, “Certainly, come to taste my pancakes. I have barrels
and barrels of them hidden all over the house!

More anon.

Louis

Allen met Neal Cassady in 19406. Cassady, a Denver native who would become the
legendary hero of Jack Kerouac's 1957 novel, On the Road, represented a
disappearing frontier spirit that greatly excited both Kerouac and Ginsberg. Allen
was deeply attracted to Cassady, and, 1o bis surprise, Cassady, a beterosexual with a
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seemingly limitless appetite for women, reciprocated Allen's affections, setting of f an
intense affair that was doomed from the beginning. Allen wanted Cassady exclusively
to himself; Cassady was incapable of any kind of monogamy. Soon enough, he
returned to Denver, leaving Allen crushed and depressed.

Louis Ginsberg knew nothing of his son's homosexuality, let alone his relationship
with Cassady, so he was justifiably confused when, during the summer of 1947,
Allen journeyed to Denver and sent home a series of letters speaking of what be termed
bis “Denver doldrums.” As far as Louis was concerned, Allen's depression was
attributable to his being away from home for the first extended period of his life; bis
inability to find a suitable summer job; and the general fragility of his state of mind.
As one can surmise from Louis's chatty letters to Allen, father believed son would be
fine when be returned to the East and resumed bis studies in the fall.

In fact, Allen was disturbed because Cassady, involved with several women, had
little time for him; Allen's initial frustration and jealousy evolved into horrible
black moods, leaving him emotionally paralyzed. His future was far beyond
uncertain; it seemed impossible. Columbia. Allen felt, was not the answer; perbaps
psychoanalysis would be helpful. By the end of the summer, he had hatched a new
plan: He and Neal Cassady would bitchbike cross-country and visit Burroughs in
Texas (where he was now living with Joan Vollmer, his common-law wife, and
their son), and Allen and Neal would attempt a reconciliation. The trip to Texas
fell through in the worst way, with Cassady again rejecting Allen in favor of a
woman, and Allen, now utterly dispirited and desperate, deciding to take a radical
route and ship out of the country.

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

July 23, 1947
Dear Allen,

I was relieved to get your letter of the 21st and to know that you were well.
Sorry about that night porter job, but maybe you can give it up soon for
something more congenial. That's a poetic situation: a poet alone at night
listening to records. . . .
Speaking about the movies, did you know that the Fabians, who own movie
chains, live in Paterson? I know Mr. Simon Glass, an in-law of Mr. Fabian’s.
Was interested in “Swallow”: glad you will appear in an anthology of
young poets. Keep on writing: you've got the “good” in you.
I'm enjoying my summer leisure. I read, as I write you, Wilhelm Reich's
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The Function of the Orgasm, in which I glimpsed a number of things. The
essence of his book is sound enough. His theory of masculine armor is, at
least, diverting. I dipped into Otto Rank's Wi/ Therapy, etc. but I found
the group difficult: too much abstract area. The same author's Art and Artist
I read more carefully in parts. Here are one or rwo quotations:

“Whereas the average man subordinates himself, both sociologically and
biologically, to the collective, and the neurotic shuts himself off from both,
the productive type finds a middle way, which is expressed in ideological
experience and personal creativity. . . . An artist willingly accepts limita-
tions that appear in the form of moral conventions and artistic standards not
merely as such but as protective measures against premature and complete
exhaustion of the individual. . . . He masters the conflict by giving it form
and aesthetic shape.”

Incidentally, I procured Freud's General Introduction to Psychoanalysis,
which I am reading carefully. I read it once, long ago, but am rereading it.

In between, I'm writing verse a la the Ginsberg lyric touch. I have had
things taken by my old stand-bys like Spirst, The N.Y. Herald-Tribune, The
Sat. Rev. of Lit, etc; but I'm trying to break into new places with new verse.
Thus, with reading and writing and thinking, if any, I manage to juggle
away these summer days.

Eugene spent a couple of days here. He's marking time, as I wrote you.
Also, he's taking a play-writing course at Columbia. At least, he obrtains
stimulation of ideas and social contact.

Hannah is at the shore for a few weeks. Drop her a line: c¢/o The Lakeshore
Hotel, 1217 Ocean Ave., Bradley Beach, N.].

Keep up your spirits. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to write to me.
Drop me a line today.

Love.
Louis

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

August 1, 1947
Dear Allen,

How's the improvident genius in the West?
Received your letter of July 27, andam glad you are more comf ortable now.
A couple of strictures first. My sententiousness, as you put it — well, you
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must pardon the solicitude of a father writing to a son who was in the
doldrums. . . . I write as I feel. . . .

As for your too loosely used word, “bourgeois,” anent Rank’s quotation, I
used Rank’s own words. Awareness of limitations and respect for some of
them are what Rank means. You mutilate his meaning by your quaint use
of “bourgeois.”

So much for my demurring. Now as to Reich. I'll look further into his
musculature amor. I guess there is a good deal of that. I'll get, sometimes,
Reich’s Sexual Revolution, though I believe I glimpsed this thesis in his
Function of the Orgasm (which, by theway, I obtained from Daliels’ bookstore
in Los Angeles).

Last week I ran down to Belmar for a day where I partook of a hot bath,
listened to Hannah's financial problem, shrugged off Clara’'s complaints,
and cheered up my mother. This weekend, I'm going, with some friends, to
an island off Connecticut, where, on a small farm, I'll be in an unbutted
mood to enjoy, so they tell me, green fields, sunning brooks, and a wood
that has aspirations to be a forest.

Did you get a copy of your marks from Columbia? I have one copy. I re-
routed to your Denver (Grant St.) address.

Well, here’s luck to you trying to unscrew the inscrutable, solve the
unsolvable, and approach the unapproachable.

T he Passaic Valley Examiner reprinted your poem, “A Lover’s Garden,”
enclosed herewith.

What's new?

Love.
Louis

P.S. Here's a quotation from Benet I like: “A good poet puts you inside a
poem rather than puts you on the spot!”

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

August 18, 1947
Dear Allen,

I'm sending you an article, called “The Canceling Out,” by Joseph Warren
Kuch, in the current issue of Accent. He develops a stricture or note or
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warning or connection with modernistic verse with its “depth psychology.”
Please return this article, after you have used it.

I bought a copy of the “Accent Anthology,” which has a fine poetry
section. I'm dipping into it this week.

I just came back from a three-day stay at the island in the Housatonic
River near New Milford, Conn. I relaxed in an army life raft on the river,
prowled in the wood on the island, and let the gurgling of the river over
countless rocks interweave with my thoughts, so that the influences of
nature might evoke an answering grace in me. Did you get my postal I sent
from there?

All's quiet here. Eugene is in status quo. He expects the results of his bar
exams to come out in about a week.

(While writing this, my eye falls on a sentence of mine which you quoted
in your last letter: “You must pardon the solicitude of a father who is
writing to a son in the doldrums.” There floats in my mind a suspicion that
you missed the slight sarcasm in "pardon: a slight sarcasm to rebuke your
use of your word, “sententious,” on your reaction to my worry over your
state of doldrums.)

Summer is passing rapidly for me. In about three weeks, Sept.9, high
school starts again and pay-days begin again. I've read quite a bit, mostly
poetry and criticism, also written a number of poems with more irony and
complexity than usual, albeit returning my “lyrical touch,” — poems called
“Side-Street Bar,” "Bus Terminal,” "Walking in a Hurry," etc. I hope they
will eventually steal their way past the vigilance of some editor.

What have you been writing?

When do you think you'll be home?

Love.
Louis

Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg
Brayos Motel, Houston, Texas
September 3, 1947
Dear Louis:

I came into Houston today — this morning to be exact — in the hope of
getting a ship to N.Y. or a short trip elsewhere to make money. Surpris-
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ingly, after all the N.Y. bureaucratic difficulties, I walked in the union hall
here and they gave me a job on a ship going to France. So what am I going
to do but take it? I leave tomorrow or the next day, the ship is a wheat
carrier, going thru Gibralter to Marseilles, on the Mediterranean. I am so
disgusted with personal & financial & aesthetic problems that shipping out
seemed the only way out. Now, Iam going to be 20 days out and 10 days in
port & 20 days back so (surprise!) I won’t be in time for school's start this
term. Now, I've decided not to enter till January for obvious reasons.
Financial & emotional are predominant. I can’t think really of going back to
school & spending money on it till I have the psychoanalysis, which I need
much more, and climactically & crucially this year, started at least &
securely progressing. I ought to finish school by next summer, and finish
analysis at that time, also. So I expect things will work out. Frankly I am
not very sorry that I have gottenmyself in this position by going out West —
my rage or frustration of the other letters was at my own blunders of will in
working things out, not in choosing to come out here. The experience has
been more salutary than I can describe. I say so because I can't describe it in
any but explosive psychologizing and statements of degeneracies of psyche
which I have (as a French novel letter might say) “hinted” to you more than
once, and made explicit more than once. I really tell you seriously, Louis,
that if you want a fine upstanding completely virile son, in me, you'd best
take this word to the wise & approve, if you will. Otherwise (and I am not in
any sense suggesting an “ultimatum”) I will have to just go ahead with
what I think best on the matter, which is analysis first & foremost, & school
as a matter of course. I have never understood your angle in your fear that
somehow, like all the stupid Yiddish boys of yore, I will leave college
uncompleted. That is furthest from my mind, to go into the world sans the
B.A., even, in fact, an M.A., so don't worry about me becoming a
permanent wastrel first because I'm trying to “save my soul” as scientifically
as possible. The analysis is important to me, and if you knew (Horrors, alas,
too terrible to indite!) my sexual & soul-ful difficulties you would bless my
efforts. Forgive the irony. Anyway I shall come back with a lictle money, at
least, and be able to engage the analyst who has agreed to take me.

I have been in Texas just a week, and am rather sorry to leave the serenity
of the bayou for the onerous job (messman) I have aboard the ship. But I
have been so perturbed (irritation & ennui & floating anxiety & constant
self-lacerating introspection) that I cannot continue to stay here any more
than in Denver. A 50 day isolation at sea may or may not be pleasant, but
the prospect of at last settling this analysis deal — however painful the
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analysis will be — is pleasant to me, and the only concrete p/an I have in
mind for the next year. So, go. Things happened so happily speedily, that I
hadn't more time to consult you, which I would have, if you're curious
about that.

Now, what is Eugene’s latest? I still haven't heard from him, nothing at
all. And the family?

I have been running around Houston all day & am tired & must close. I
can't tell you where to write, but will communicate to you from the first port
I hit. It may be N.Y., I don’t know: if so, I may sign off ship there to follow
alternative plans, all depending on how passable the ship work will be.

Love,
Sonny Boy,
Irwin

I won't have time to write. Tell Gene to notify Naomi & Elanor of the
prolongation of my absence from the city. Tell them, also, I have gained
some weight.

Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg

{Fresport, Texas}
September 12, (1947)

Dear Lou:

Sorry I didn't get in touch with you sooner but things have been pretty
hectic, pleasantly so.

I am in Freeport Texas, 75 mi. south of Houston. You got my last lecter?
I gave it to a friend to mail as I was rushed & I don't know if it was mailed,
though I expect so.

When I last wrote I was signed aboard a ship to Marseilles, but I changed
my mind & signed for a longer cruise to Africa (West Africa—French
Equatorial-Dakar etc). I am writing on ship now — it is 10:15, and we sail
in 6 hours, stopping first at Galveston, where this will be mailed, I suppose,
then out thru the Gulf & south.

I don't much suppose, still, you are in accord with me as far as the
discretion of my latest deed of prodigality. If you need reassurance, I have (&
always had) every intention of getting my degree. My motives in shipping
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out are spiritual, to be sure (I'm tired of everybody) but are predominantly
practical, and I embark mostly for financial reasons. I will come back with a
few hundred dollars, I expect (and some souvenirs). I am flat broke
otherwise, and I don't want to have to squeeze thru another term borrowing
money, & trying to live on $15 a week. Of course I could go back & work
part time, but I also want psychoanalysis and that will take a lot more
money, & the only thing for me to do, Lou, is to do what I'm doing. Aside
from that, it will be healthful & will be a pleasant experience. I've already
gained weight & my physique, curiously enough, is already improved,
further, I feel finer than I have in a long time, and wait departure with
much amiable anticipation, etc. etc.

But I really want to tell you, don't worry, I'm not really unconscious in the
sense that I am aware of your consciousness & your anxieties about me, and
have anxieties about myself equal & much greater, so you must trust me to
work things out. That is all that would be done, anyway, whatever happens.

I heard, at last, from Eugene, a pleasant letter. Incidentally, give him
money to redeem the valises. I will (as I wrote him) send you (or him)
money to take care of the matter, the first port I reach — in 3 or 4 weeks. As
for the typewriter, I will send money to take care of fixing it. It belongs half
to me & half to Neal Cassady. He will be in N.Y. in a month & may need it
for use, so please give it to him if he calls on you to pick it up. Fix it
meanwhile, don’t worry about the money, that will, as in God’s providence,
be taken care of in a short time.

My address is

Allen Ginsberg

Jobn Blair

Ponchelet Marine Corporation

21 West Street

New York 6, N.Y.

They will forward all mail.

I'am in touch with Prof. Guttman. Incidentally, will you write to him (or
the Dean) asking the college to arrange a leave of absence for the Fall term. I
will (barring an act of God) be back in time for the spring semester, and a
June graduation, which I've always rather wanted.

I enclose some clippings of yours. As you know, I'm not much excited by
your “incidental” lyrics, but I think these and all I've seen of yours the last
year are way better than the average of those before (except those in the
book, which are all pretty good).

Speaking of books, if Cassady shows up for the typewriter, show him my
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shelves of modern poesy and tell him to take along anything he thinks he
can use. He is trying to learn to write, & is talented & perceptive, though
not much educated, and I have been teaching him grammar etc. This is how
I got half title to the typewriter. Also give him a concise grammar book.
Please don't forget this. He will appreciate your kindness.

All my love,
Allen

PS. I have been reading Henry James. Would you send me the book of
short novels I had home? You loaned it out.

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

September 15, 1947
Dear Allen,

I received your two letters, including the one mailed from Galveston.

Your news was a surprise to me, of course; but I took it in stride. . . . It’s
O.K. Lots of luck to you, Allen.

Before your letters came, 1 had borrowed two hundred dollars in
preparation for your college. I was going to set you off right, though, as
to the psychiatrist, I thought you'd have to wait [until] after your graduation,
at which time I'd help you out for the doctor.

Do take care of yourself, Allen. Don't dissipate your youthful resources.
Save your money; and what additional you'll need, I'll provide later.

I have written to the Dean today asking for a term’s leave of absence.

Your typewriter is being taken today for an overhauling.

When Neal Cassady shows up, I'll give him the typewriterand a grammar.

The book by H. James I shall call for and send it out to you.

Otherwise, all is quiet. School started last week and is running smoothly.

Eugene passed the bar last week. He is now casting about for a position
with a law firm. He's answering and putting in ads. It may take a lictle
time.

The folks in Newark wish you luck in your venture.

Let your mind be at peace and have no misgivings. (I am relieved, of
course, that you are determined to graduate in June.) So, have a good time,
build up your health, and soak in experiences for future poems.
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Of course, I miss you very much; but I truse all will turn out well; and
before long you'll be back.

Love and kisses,
Louis

P.S. Write as often as you can.

Allen did not graduate from Columbia, as he had hoped, in June 1948, and his
emotional state remained fragile. Neal Cassady, now living in San Francisco, had
married, and he and his wife, Carolyn, were expecting their first child. William
Burroughs had moved to Louisiana, and it was doubtful that he would be returning
to New York anytime in the near future, if ever. Jack Kerouac was totally preoccupied
with putting the finishing touches on The Town and the City, his massive first
novel. Allen, for the most part, was on bis own and feeling lonely.

He continued 1o spark powerful emotional responses from bis father. As part of his
psychotherapy, Allen had finally told Louis of his homosexuality and affair with
Neal Cassady, and Louis responded with anger, confusion, frustration, disbelief, and
deep concern. Louis and Allen continued their heated debate over Allen’s interest in
what Louis considered to be the seamier side of society. Then, if all thiswasn't enough,
Allen shocked Louis with the announcement that he'd had a series of “visions,” in
which he had heard the audible voice of William Blake speaking to him through the
ages — a proclamation that alarmed some of Allen’s closest friends, not to mention the
effect it had on his father, who worried for his son's sanity. Louis had married the
former Edith Coben, moved into a new house, and was attempting to establish a calm
domestic life, which had eluded him throughout bis troubled years with Naomi, bis
Sirst wife, but Allen proved to be a challenge to his own peace of mind. His advice to
Allen, at home and in corres pondence, remained consistent with bis advice of the past:
Drop the rebellion, move closer to the center, and try to fit in.

Allen, of course, was hearing very little of it.

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

July 11, 1948

Dear Allen,
Exorcise Neal.

Louis
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Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

July 23, 1948
Dear Allen,

Received your letter and mulled over your poem. It's got some weighty
thought, closely packed, but I can't say that I am sure of what you mean.
Your piece seems knotty, slightly crotchety, and blurred in places. The
glossary helps. The main idea, even if I mutilate it in the simplification, is
that your real self is struggling to be free from the false selves or neurotic
influences which cling to and hamper it. What I like about your piece is the
play of wit lambent about it or through it, and the “sound effects.” Your
figures are a bit too impacted to take an expression from dentistry: i.e., a bit
too inchoate. I do think, though, you are moving toward greater unity and
so you lose less strength in diffuseness and bright irrelevancies.

I think the ideal of a poem is that it give a general meaning to the many
and a deeper and more complex experience to the few.

Incidentally, I am reading, now and then, in Empson’'s book on
ambiguity. It's rather hard and tedious reading, too arid in spots and
too heavily laden with learning. Yet, it has fine insights and is rewarding. I
read merely two chapters, buc I'll continue on. What he does is, as I take it,
to puc an intellectual microscope over a poetic line, so cthat the rich
complexity or simultaneity of a line which we felt vaguely is now enlarged
and magnified; so that we see the actual merging and fusion of the various
hints, ingredients, overtones and nuances.

Nothing new here. Am attempting a reasonable facsimile of plain living,
so-called high thinking, with occasional attacks of writing.

Good Housekeeping is holding a poem of mine. Also, The Western Review,
formerly The Rocky Mt. Review, took a poem of mine, called “My Clothes on
My Chair.” The editor, Robert Stallman — Do you know him? He’s done
some writing in avant-garde magazines — wrote me the poem will probably
appear in the Autumn issue. It is issued by the University of Kansas.

More anon.

Yesterday I wrote a poem whose title is: “Don’t Look Now But Your
World Is Slipping.” It's a kind of mocking, sardonic thing: I'll revise it
shortly and send it out.

Love.

Regards to Eugene.
Louis
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Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg

{New York City}
n.d {ca. 1948}

Dear Lou:

I received your letter, and disagreed with most of it. As you said, it is too
incomplete to be judged as a novel;' for that reason the section you read did
not communicate, except by implication, the purposes of the novel and its
concems.

Thus I was surprised (in two ways) by your deploring of my studying
eccentricity. For you followed that sentiment up with the comment that the
world was devastated by barbarians with the civilization of man in jeopardy.
The juxcaposition of “eccentricity” & “devastation,” in contrast, struck me as
humorous. For it is my point that the whole society is decadent and
eccentric, that this has produced Nazism, and that it is the stupidity of
society which makes its eccentricity all the more offensive. If you remember
the scene in the Rational Café, I contrast the avowedly decadent Rimbaud
with the “normalcy” of the Café patrons — sailors, farmers, wives, bourgeois
businessman. More important, the perversion of the principal is directly a
result of bourgeois “normalcy.” Last, the whole society is diseased, and the
heroes of the novel know they are diseased (as they must be since they are
the symbols of society) and are trying to escape it (which comes out later).
There is a correspondence, as there must be, berween the emotional disease
and che intellectual. Which is why I do not hesitate to pervert my characters
(and I paint them worse than they are in real life) emotionally, when
discussing principally cheir intellectual dilemmas.

Further, you are horrified by their emotional unbalance. You shrink from
it, half in fear. This to me is a symptom of the smug normalcy of the
bourgeoisintellectual acticude. You assume we are all sexually stable; while
on the other hand, as I have become acquainted with people, I find that they
are all perverted sinners, one way or another, that the whole society is
corrupt & rotten and repressed and unconscious that it exhibits its
repression in various forms of social sadism. The emotional crassness and
philistinism of the two ““average” “normal” sailors in the Rimbaud part was
one illustration of this.

But most of all, eccentricity is only a reflection and caricature of the

1. Allen had resumed writing the novel he had begun several years earlier. He never completed it.
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normal; its value lies in revealing the outlines of the normal, in teaching the
normal. Above all, personality strikes me as being perhaps the most
important consideration in a novel; personaliry is above good and evil
in the sense that having selected a significant personality, I am not sure that
the author has a right to impose his standard of values so palpably as to
prejudice the efficiency of character portrayal. To disapprove of a novel
because the characters are irresponsible or eccentric does not seem to me to
be passing a valid aesthetic judgment.

In sum, I am writing a naturalistic-symbolistic novel. Naturalistic
because I am trying to reproduce the actual life of a whole community
— in its own terms; I am not trying to prettify what is ugly about
civilization; I won't hesitate to say outright what it is, and I won't rely
on euphemism & presiosite or a censorship of crucial language and detail to
make it palatable. What will make it palatable is the symbolism of the
naturalistic detail — that lack disgusting fact (like the snot in the sailor's
beard) is intended as a symbol.

As to the anti-Semitism — the comment was pretty obviously intended
ironically. Remember, the hero is primarily above the usual societal mores
(and prejudices). But he is not above defensive, mocking opportunism with
regard to the [ ). The point specifically, though, was his sadism at the
moment — for the purposes of iconoclasm, breaking idols that he is aware
should stand. He mocks here selfconsciously, with a smile. The proper reply
is not to rise up in righteous wrath, but to smile back mockingly and say "I
can’t escape my conditioning.” I have not yet forsaken the Jews.

I went downtown to Naomi today, showed her Eugene’s letter — she was
well. She had been feeling grippy last week.

So far I have been dressing up, and cutting is almost eliminated. I chatted
amiably with the dean’s secretary, and have started to really get an
education, making the most of college, by returning unread to the library
all my volumes of Baudelaire and Gide. Under Fritz's advice, I have taken to
wearing a black tie.

I'll be in Saturday at 4:30 or 5:30—

Allen
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Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg

{New York City}
n.d. {ca. fall 1948}

Dear Louis:

Your letters on hand. Sorry I can’t be in to see you read. I have a class
Thursday evenings.

As for scholarships, I am annoyed, but that is Columbia as usual. I'll
borrow the tuition, so it will be off yourhandsin any case. As for working,
thislecter is presumptuous. As for myself, I went to the employment bureau
and all I could get were the usual 75c¢ per hr. jobs. My time is worth more
than that to me. I registered for a tutorial position and they told me it
might be possible, but no promises. I'm looking around; if I see anythingat
all feasible, I'll take it.

Next time I take it upon myself to write you a long letter of complaints,
please don’t be unpleasant enough to reply with three paragraphs to the
effect that you got to take your medicine and make the most of it. Some-
how, when these things are concretely applied, and psychoanalytically
considered, the platitudes are true, and that’s a fact. But I wonder what in
heaven’s name is the meaning yox attached to them; what kind of concrete
applications do these pietistic abstractions have in your mind? Sometimes I
wonder what semantic level these Polonious-like tirades issue from. And,
further, my problems are as external & real as they are internal and rise out
of weariness and disgust. Very well, to be cheery, but in situation like this
where it's a question of veritable survival I can’t feel very sanguine about
pluck and life etc. Tell a man in a concentration camp to make the best of it.
This school is hardly a concentration camp, but my feeling that the school
offers equivalent external problems (in a lesser degree) on a non-physical
level, and that the culture is a huge concentration camp; further, believe it
or not, the rain this year will be boiling hot.

Dor't send me a check for Monday. I'll cash the blank check on Friday for 1
week’s sustenance & 5 (or $30) so that I'll have cash with me at Harvard in
case of emergencies. I leave Fri. morn.

Allen
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Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

October 6, 1948
Dear Allen,

Here is seven dollars.

Come in this weekend, either Sat. or Sunday morning. Eugene said he is
coming on Sunday for dinner, as Edith will make a big meal at my house
Sunday.

This is water past the dam, but, if you had taken my advice in my letter a
few years ago (instead of . . . laughing at it with Burroughs), you would
have been graduated already. So, take my advice now: put a tourniquet-
knot around your affection for N., tone your letters down properly. . . .

Don't worry about a job; don't be apprehensive.

Work steadily and regularly at your last paper for Barzin.

I'll give you a check for your rent when you come in this week-end.

Love from
Louis

P.S. Ask Eugene whether he called up Judge Rosenstein, please.

Louis Ginsberg's greatest fears concerning his son's welfare were realized in April
1949, when Allen was arrested and charged with burglary and receiving stolen
goods as a result of his permitting Herbert Huncke and two of Huncke's friends to
store bur glarized goods in his New York apartment. Although it was clear from the
onset that Allen had been little more than an umwitting dupe in the burglary ring —
in fact, on the day of hisarrest, Allen had been attempting to move some of the stolen
property from the apartment — Allen found himself facing a possible prison term, if he
was found guilty of the charges against him.

Fortunately, Columbia University came to Allen's assistance. Mark Van Doren,
an award-winning poet and an early G insberg mentor, acted as a character witness,
whereas Lionel Trilling hel ped arrange for Allen's attorney. In the end, Allen was
spared time bebind bars in exchange for bis agreeing to seek treatment at the Columbia
Presbyterian Psychiatric Institute.

For Louis Ginsberg, the plea bargain was a mixed blessing: He was relieved that
bis son was not going to be spending any time in prison, but he was still concerned
about Allen's mental stability.
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Louis Ginsberg to Lionel Trilling

June 29, 1949
Dear Dr. Lionel Trilling:

This letter is to thank youvery much for your generous aid to both my son,
Allen, and me in our predicament.

As you no doubt know, Allen’s mother has had a long series of nervous
breakdowns; and she has been in and out of sanitariums for the last
twenty-five years. I tried to give Allen what compensations I could;
however, I suppose his wounded childhood had secreted from imbalance;
or some trauma had precipitated some disorder deep in his psyche. Bad
companions in the last few years had aggravated his attitudes; though it
may be that his choice of some bad companions might be the results rather
than causes.

At any rate, his arrest seems to have shocked him back to sobriety. My
lawyer has had Allen cleared of the legalities in the matter; and today Allen
entered the N. Y. Psychiatric Clinic [sic}. I dohope he will be salvaged for a
brighter future, for I think Allen has fine talents.

Ever since Allen entered college, your name has been a household word
with us. He has read, and we have discussed, your articles (in The Partisan
Review, Kenyon Review, etc.). Allen looks up to you with something of
veneration.

Permit me to extend to you my deep gratitude for your generosity and
your invaluable aid to both Allen and me in our trouble.

Sincerely yours,
Louis Ginsberg

For the next several years, Allen stayed close to home. He served his time in the
Psychiatric Institute (where he met Carl Solomon, a brilliant but disturbed
intellectual who worked in publishing; Allen would eventually dedicate “Howl”
to him); finished school at Columbia; and, in general, attempted to live the sort of
“normal” existence recommended by bis therapist. During this period, he me and
corvesponded with William Carlos Williams, who was not impressed with Allen's
rbymed verse. “In this mode,” he instructed Allen, “perfection is basic.” Williams
encouraged Allen to write about his own experiences in American idiomatic
language, paying attention to the “minute particulars” — advice, ironically, that
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Louis Ginsberg had given his son years earlier, but which Allen had chosen to
ignore.

This time around, Allen took the advice to heart, extracting descriptive passages
from bis jowrnals and breaking them into poetic lines. Williams loved the results.

“How many of these poems do you own?" he asked Allen. “Y ou must have a book. 1
shall see that you get it. Don't throw anything away. These ave it.”

Allen was also being heavily influenced by old friends. Neal Cassady had sent
Jack Kerouac an incredibly long, rambling, stunningly detailed letter, written
entirely in the stream-of-consciousness riffs so common in Neal's speech. Kerouac was
utterly astonished by the letter, as was Allen, and Kerouac, in particular, vowed to let
spontaneity dictate the path and style of his future writing.

William Burroughs arrived in New York in 1953, and he immediately moved
into Allen's apartment, much to Louis Ginsberg's disapproval. Burroughs had been
in a lot of legal trouble in both the United States and Mexico. He had run afoul of the
law in Texas, due largely to his taste for drugs and alcobol, but it only got worse
when be fled to Mexico, where he accidentally shot and killed Joan Vollmer when the
two were engaged in a drunken game of William Tell. Rather than deal with
Mexico's unpredictable justice system, Burroughs returned to the States.

The Burroughs-Ginsberg reunion, though pleasant enough at first, fell through
when the two attempted to cross the lines of friendship into a sexual relationship. The
two eventually parted, with Allen taking off for an extended trip to Mexico. While in
Mexico, Allen explored the Mayan ruins of the Yucatdn Peninsula, resulting in
“Siesta in Xbalba,” his first successful epic poem.

Unfortunately, neither Allen nor Louis Ginsberg saved their correspondence from
this period. The extant letters that Allen wrote to others — Jack Kerouac, Lucien
Carr, and Neal Cassady — are wonderfully descriptive, filled with news and details
of his first lengthy journey outside of the United States. Louis, for his part, was
thrilled that Allen was gathering material for future poetry.

Allen returned to the United States in the spring of 1954, making his way slowly
up the California coastline before finally stopping in San Jose, where Neal Cassady
was now living with bis wife and children. Even in the aftermath of bis disastrous
affair with Burroughs, Allen was willing to risk another long-shot proposition with
Cassady. With any luck, he reasoned, he would be able to assemble a book of poetry

while reviving his affair.
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Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg

{San Jose, California)}
June 30, 1954

Dear Lou:

I have your letters and poems. I finally got around to looking at the
Bodenheim clippings — really very sad. [. . .}

Is Joel all settled now?

I liked “The Blossom” most. I always liked the idea of using a flower for
platonic symbolism. “H Bomb” seems most fugitive.

I got my telegram money today. Apparently it was just waiting at WTS
for months.

I am seeing about the school idea, first getting in touch with whoever is
around here I can connect with, and so wrote a few letters the other day. I'll
let you know what happens.

Iam meanwhile putting another book together and writing a few poems.
They look alright. I'll send some along when I have them in final form. It
always takes me half a year or so to be finished with anything over 2 pages.
Such deliberation ought to produce something worthwhile, I figger.

You sound quite busy with jobs. I can’t imagine what the garden must
look like with a fence and no great hedge. Neaterand less private I imagine?

I have a few copies of the Voices around and will send one for you to put
up in my room. The poem is nothing much and is printed with 1949 date
underneath.

I'am glad you have a new subject in driving. I always thought cars were
poetically interesting but I always saw them as symbols of wild flight rather
than cooperation. [. . .}

I have no fixed plans except finish book at hand and look up school. I am
well off, staying at Neal'shouse. There is plenty to eat, lots of writing paper.
I have some money and no expenses presently and I come out of retirement
or reading at dusk and help cook up some great NY dish like steak or sweet
and sour, even lotkes. His wife is painting my portrait and there are three
children to insure that I get up early and not go to bed too late. Also, there
is wire recorder broke but being fixed and San Francisco amusements an
hour away. It’s a wonderful place and I'll probably move up there for work
or school when I'm finished with the book. I've been working daily but
hope to get to the all day interest I found when working in Paterson last
time. That way finish midsummer.
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1 may also cook up a few stories for LA Times on Mexico. This is being
inquired about now.

Nothing new except I go to dentist in week for checkup. Tell Edich
{chac] Celine, if she’s interested, has a new book out, Guignol’s Band. 1 saw a
review in Time which said it was great though as usual strong stuff.

I have no present emergencies or needs. Everything taken care of,
laundry, healch, etc.

Climate here fine. No threats of winters, bareness. Perpetual spring-
summer feeling, though crifle hot.

Love,
Allen

Allen Ginsberg to Louis and Edith Ginsberg, and Eugene Brooks,
and Family

San Jose, California
July 10. 1954

Dear Louis, Edich and Gene and Kinder:

1 applied at che Railroad for brakeman's job, a good job if it works outand I
can do it, which would be difficule but valuable experience and good pay
(3—5 hundred mo.) but no hiring going on at present. Will reapply in a few
weeks. The sicuation I am told fluctuates rapidly and I have friends on RR
who recommend me (who got Jack similar job). Meanwhile no worry and 1
can wait beyond summer if necessary wichout strain.

I looked up Rexroth’s connections here. He’s away on vacation but sent
me name of a Prof. Wice Diamant ac San Fran Stace Coll who runs a poetry
insticuce or club. Moderators are Kenneth Pacchen (of all che creeps) (I have
been spared meeting him so far but will see him for che sake of my universal
conscience), Norman Macleod who is whitehaired and has a speech defect
and is sucking around the course to see if he can get a job in the school
there, apparently he’s taughe a lot buc in S.F. is presently unemployed, and
Robert Duncan, a young Pound student, about 30 and smart but sort of a
pathetic type, tries to browbeat these poor nowhere would be student poets
ac round table workshop type meetings, admission 50c and not worth a
nickel. Macleod most simpatico of the trio. I gave him my book unin-
troduced and he wrote me a leccer next day saying he liked it and would
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pass it on and suggesting a nasty little local magazine named Inferno to send
some to. But he’s a nice guy. Rexroth apparently the only real brain around
here except for Winters at Stanford, I haven’t met him but will soon. I have
a meet to discuss metrics with Duncan some afternoon when I get to town.

I've also seen a lot of Chinatown: the food is more excellent varied tasty
and original chan NYC Chinatown, it’s easier to get to and it's about half as
cheap as NYC. They have basic dishes I never heard of, a brand of Won Ton
soup new to me and better than original NY style, 40 cent Fried Rice and
tea etc. I also hit all the North Beach bars — their Village — and found more
life even than in NYC, more bars even anyway, and the same people as NY
or their spiritual cousins; a very depressing sight in some respects and I'm
glad I'm in San Jose where I can be protected from the temptation to run
around to wild surrealist movies, art shows, jazz bands, hipsters parties,
cellar lounges filled with hi fidelity Bach etc. All in all a very active
cultured city the rival of NY for general relaxation and progressive artlife.
Probably a very fine place to live if you like cities. When I get money I'll
move there for a while, at least a few months to absorb it all. Spectacular
views of the bay, bridges, Alcatraz, whiteroofed city on hills, clean,
expansive horizon, ships in the toy harbor (really so huge). Communist
murals in the tower (Coit) where sightseers go to observe, but they've
decided after much public bitching to let them stay, and they’re funny and
charming as they are. Also keeping the cablecars, also apparently a big issue
here.

I have unnecessary piles of correspondence with Kerouac at the moment a
monumental exchange of descriptions of SF-Mexico trip and him sending
news of NY. Plus long dissertations on Buddhism which he's been reading
in for ayearand is all hopped on. Inbetween I work daily on poems but still
not really shoveling at the mountain of notes yet.

Eugene sounds positively angelic. Louis sounds happy too. I had a
haunting sense that most of my Mexico letters were gibberish since there’s
no map around, as Edith tipped me off. The parakeet is really a new and
shocking development. {. . .] Incidentally I travelled with a monkey for
several days on the way out and i you think parakeet crap comes anywhere
near the nuisance value of a monkey's bowel movements . . . I should say, you
could have done worse. I hope Louis is behaving himself with the animal. I've
always suspected him of having a strange unnatural savage fascination with
the litcle dears. It was one of his poetic eccentricities, one of the few he allows
himself. Let me wam you about him. If you find the bird dead like some
mystical swallow under a rosebush one summer morn I will write Harold.
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Regards to all, Sheila. Tell her (again) to dig Gerry Mulligan’s music. He
must be playing around the Apple (as NYC is referred to from afar).

Nothing new special to report. I visited the Rosicrucian meeting here
and met some lady spinster Rosicrucians. They keep seeing imaginary auras
and rtalking about their lousy Karmas (You pay in one life for what you do
in the last few) (you keep getting reborn) and they keep having dreams
about when they were in Egypt and Atlantis. This is the occidental
Rosicrucian center. I sure would have liked to pick up on them in the
middle ages but now they’re a bunch of mystical bobby soxers.

Everybody appears to be either off their rockers or getting religion.
Cassady has some mediumistic cult that has changed him so that he kneels
and prays with his children; the doctrine is screwy and absurd, almost on a
Reader’s Digest level, but the seriousness of the search for uplift is real
enough and respectable; Kerouac seems all hung up on Buddha doctrine of
life as a dream; even Burroughs in far off Tangiers appears to have
undergone a humanistic conversion and Jack sent me a letter from him
declaring, “I say we are here in human form to learn by the human
hieroglyphs of love and suffering. It is a duty to take the risk of love. I
know that ultimately the forces of death will destroy themselves.” Such
generalizations belong in a Nobel Prize speech. As for me sanctity is a worn
out suit. I've been reading everything from theosophy to W. C. Fields
biography and Eliot criticism. I hear WCW has a new book out. Jack's
recommending me some Buddha books so I'll eventually read those too.
Nothing like a wide range of information.

Well enough of this prattle. Forgive me if I don’t write too often but I'll
keep well in touch. It's just that when I get started like this I wind up
spending hours instead of writing book.

Love,
Allen

Allen’s stay with the Cassadys came to an abrupt, painful halt when he attempted to
renew his affair with Neal and was literally caught in the act by Carolyn Cassady,
who promptly drove Allen to San Francisco and dropped him off. The move turned out
to be fortuitous, setting off a chain of events that totally transformed Allen, personally
and as a poet.

Allen thrived in San Franciscd's open, tolerant ¢ iy, with its b le
attitudes toward the arts and, perbaps more importantly, homosexuality. In no time at
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all, Allen assimilated himself into the city's bobemian subculture. He attended Kenneth
Rexroth's and Robert Duncan's literary soirees, wrote and revised poetry, connected with
the younger poets, and, in general, realized a new, stronger intellectual maturity.

He also met Peter Orlovsky, who became bis lifelong companion and lover. Although
essentially heterosexual, Orlovsky had come from a difficult background and needed
someone to look after his emotional and intellectual needs. Allen was more than willing
to provide this, in exchange for Orlovsky's satisfying some of his own needs. The
relationship, as intense as any in which Allen would ever engage, was rocky from the
beginning, and in the summer of 1955, while Peter was off on his own, leaving Allen
feeling lonely and depressed, Allen sat doum at his desk and, in one marathon writing
session, wrote a frank, startlingly honest depiction of all bis friends, “'the best minds of
my generation, destroyed by madness.” The first section of “Howl,” Ginsberg's
landmark poem, would establish his permanent literary reputation.

W hen writing the poem, Allen had no intention of publishing it; as far as he was
concerned, it might be of interest to some of his friends, but it was far too risky for
commercial publication. Allen worried about what others — especially his father —
would think of such a poem, and be didn’t show it to Louis for many months. Fate,
however, intervened when Allen read the poem at the now-bistoric gathering at the
Six Gallery in San Francisco. Allen Ginsberg became the talk of San Francisco, and
Lawrence Ferlinghetti, fellow poet and publisher of City Lights Books, offered to
publish the poem as part of a Ginsberg collection.

With all the attendant publicity, along with Allen's own reports, Louis Ginsberg
was aware that his son was in the vortex of a literary storm on the West Coast, yet as
the following letters illustrate, he was unwilling to concede much to what he
considered 1o be a wild, rebellious lifestyle translated into art.

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

416 E. 34th Street
Paterson, New Jersey
December 12, 1955

Dear Allen,

Glad to hear from you in your long, meaty, lusty letter.
We have completed our remodeling of the house. Tenants live peacefully
upstairs, while we have a newly decorated, glittering apartment downstairs.
News items:
Eugene and Connie bought a house a couple of days ago. A split-level
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type on one floor, seven rooms, 2 1/2 baths somewhere in Long Island, an
hour's ride from N.Y.

Item:

I received a letter today that the Poetry Society of America elected metoa
new board membership to the Executive Committee. There was a field of 12
names.

Item:

Clarasold her house and is moving into an apartment near her daughter
Johanna's. Sheila lives a few houses away (in Hillside, L.I.).

Glad to hear your readings went over fine. Wish I had heard you.

Read with interest your "Sunflower Sutra” 1 did not like the dirty words
dragged in nor the long, long lines. However, it had feeling and fervor and
good concrete details. The ending builds up well.

Eugene comes in tomorrow. After he reads it, I'll send your poem off to
Solomon.'

No, Williams? did not get in touch with me.

Received a note from Jean Witter Byner who likes my verse.

Let me see Variegations with your things in it.

Bet you're making a literary reputation! Keep it up! You'll land some-
where in time!

About Dylan Thomas: Waiving aside his women (who is without sin
should cast the first stones), I claim that it is stupid for Thomas to wreck his
life with riotous drinking. Like pouring sulfurous acid into the innards of a
Cadillac. All your vehement, vaporous, vituperations of rebellion move me
not one jot. Your attitude is irresponsible — and it stinks!

Love.
Louis

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

December 14, 1955
Allen,

Moreover, I'm not condemning; I'm judging. As rational beings, we must
recognize that liberty needs laws for wise direction (as you've heard me say).

1. Carl Solomon.
2. William Carlos Williams.
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It’s true. You are taking Pope’s line, “Whatever is, is right” to read
“Whatever is, is wrong.” Your rebelliousness strikes out blindly at all
things. (What I fear is that you are striking out at your own self.)

Prescott or no Prescott, Thomas behaved abominably to others and also
to himself. A fine genius went wildly amuck. What inner compulsions tore
deep within him we have still to unearth. Yet we can see, whatever they
were and whatever compassion for him they may evoke from us, yet the fact
remains that a fine, opulent genius wrecked, ruined, blunted himself,
wittingly or unwittingly, it matters not in retrospect.

And for you to condemn the world which lay down at his feet, is, as I
have said, a blind, irresponsible rebellion that I have no stomach for.

And where is your blindness? Condemning all things around you —
except your close friends whoagree with you' Compassion isn’t only for very
special, extra pals you like.

As for the Machine, the Machine=power. The machine is innocent: it’s
how people use it. The machine is magnificent means but the ends — there’s
the rub!

Louis






1956

In_January 1956, Allen and Gary Snyder (a new poet friend who had also read at
the Six Gallery) traveled to the Pacific Northwest to give a series of university
readings. Allen needed a break from the San Francisco poetry scene, and the trip was
the perfect respite. He had recently sent a copy of the first part of “Howl” to his father,
and Louis's response was awaiting him when he returned to San Francisco.

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

February 29, 1956
Dear Allen,

I was happy to get your letter. It is good to learn that you have escaped any
trouble or sickness in the wilds of the Northwest.

I was gratified about your new ms. It's a wild, rhapsodic, explosive
outpouring with good figures of speech flashing by in its volcanic rushing.
I's a hot geyser of emotion suddenly released in wild abandon from
subterranean depths of your being. I'd like to see it in its entirety; and,
moving back a bit, I like to discern its music outlines. I still insist, however,
there is no need for dirty, ugly words, as they will entangle you, unne-
cessarily, in trouble. Try to cut them out.

It was interesting what you wrote about Irene. Guess she’s been through
the mill — as who hasn’t? She, too, wrote to Abe and Anna that you have
changed for the better with more firmness and developed wiseness — or
words to that effect.

Glad to hear of your success at Reed College. The rafters must have
shaken. Any sirens try to loop a curl of their hair about you?

All is quiet here. The dust has settled on our remodeling of our house
here. We have a tenant, a business couple, with a daughter, just married,
who goes to Montclair State TC.
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Last Sunday we visited Eugene and Connie in N.Y. They drove us to
their new house, not yet furnished, far out in Long Island. Theirs is a
beautiful house of seven rooms, with a living room of cathedral ceilings.
The house is in a new development which are springing up all about (as I
remarked in the car, there’s been plenty of kissing going on everywhere).
The only fly in the ointment is that it takes about 1 1/4 hours to drive to the
house from N.Y.C. On inclement days, Eugene can take a Long Island
train. Eugene speaks of building a country practice in law there, while
retaining his N.Y. office. Connie is due to have her baby during the middle
of May. The house, Eugene reports, will be ready in April, but, as such
things go, I doubt it. Maybe it will be ready at the end of May or June.

Everybody in Newark asks about you, especially Grandma. It would
please her, if you wrote to her when you are in the mood.

Write me more often now. If you need any money, ask for it.

Wish I could see you. I miss you.

Love from Edith and
Your father,
Louis

Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg

(Berkeley, California}
n.d. {ca. late March 1956}

Dear Louis:

Not written for long since I've been running around and busy. I'm working
full time at Greyhound in the city,' buc haven’t made decent living
arrangements, so I only get back to Berkeley a few times a week where all
papers and letters are on desk in big mess. I stay over in city on various
couches on workdays, since I've been back I haven’t had time to really sit
down in leisure and figure out what to do about living arrangements, I
almost moved back into SF tho I hate to give up this cottage,” and was in
fact supposed to this weekend but too many things came up and I can't find
time. I am really all up in the air.

l. See “In the Baggage Room at Greyhound,” AG, CP, p. 153.
2. Allen had recently moved to Berkeley. See his poem, “A Strange New Cotrage in Berkeley,” AG,
CP, p. 135.
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Mainly I'm waiting for a ship or some equivalent moneymaking project
since I do want to leave here and take off for Europe sometime this year.
Meanwhile the Greyhound job brings in 50 a week, Seattle debts are being
cleared off this month. I'm also surprisingly enough teaching one class a
week at S.F. State College — State is the school that’s been promoting poetry
workshops, readings, etc. and I am now the local poet-hero so was invited to
occupy the chair of guest gorilla at their writing class. I work with another
regular teacher who handles all the details, registration, mimeographing of
poems to be handed out and discussed etc, and I act as pro in conducting
discussions. The class is about 20, half old ladies and half hip young kids
who have been attracted by all the recent activity. My teaching technique
could shock you undoubtedly and certainly get me kicked out of anywhere
else or not be countenanced, I bring in bums from North Beach and talk
about Marijuana and Whitman, precipitate great emotional outbreaks and
howls of protest over irrational spontaneous behavior — but it does actually
succeed in communicating some of the electricity & fire of poetry and cuts
through the miasmic quibbling about form vs. content etc. and does this
phrase “work” and is that line “successful” and are all those “p & f” sounds
too intense, etc. The woman who runs this program is a Prof. Ruth Wict-
Diamant who has dug my work — there appears to be, according to Rexroth,
a semimajor renaissance around the West Coast due to Jack and my
presence — and Rexroth's wife said he'd been waiting all his life hoping
for a situation like this to develop. The thing I do in class is get them
personally involved in what they’re writing and lambaste anything which
soundsat all like they’re writing “literature” and try to get them to actually
express secret life in whatever form it comes out. I practically take off my
clothes in class myself to do it. The students all dig it and understand and
the class is now grown weekly to where it’s too big to handle, starting with
8 and ending with 25.

W. C. Williams read “Howl" and liked it and wrote an introduction for
the book; and meanwhile there is the possibility of expanding and making a
whole book of poems. We put on another reading in a theatre here in
Berkeley, I read some other poems, “Whitman,”! “The Sunflower,”? and a
new poem called “America”> — a sort of surrealist anarchist tract — all of
which came off very well, so the publisher is now interested in a bookful of
representative work not just the one poem. The reading was pretty great, we

1. See “A Supermarket in California,” AG, CP, p. 136.
2. See “Sunflower Sutra,” AG, CP, p. 138.
3. See "America,” AG, CP, p. 146.
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had traveling photographers, who appeared on the scene from Vancouver to
photograph it, a couple of amateur electronics experts who appeared with
tape machines to record, request from State college for a complete recording
for the night, requests for copies of the recordings, even finally organiza-
tions of bop musicians who want to write music and give big west coast
traveling tours of "Howl" as a sort of Jazz Mass, recorded for a west coast
company called Fantasy Records that issues a lot of national bop, etc. No
kidding. You have no idea what a storm of lunatic-fringe activity I have
stirred up. On top of that the local poets, good and bad, have caught up and
there are now three groups of people putting on readings every other
week, there’s one every weekend, all sorts of people — this week Eberhart
(Richard)' arrived in town for readings at State, there is a party for him
tonite, I was invited to give a private reading, refused (sheer temperament),
and so the recordings will be played. Tomorrow night Rexroth invited me
over to meet a group of Jazz musicians and discuss the possibility of making
some form of jazz-poetry combo. There is also another group of musicians,
the leader of which used to arrange for Stan Kenton who wants to record
with me. Finally I was asked to write an article which I haven't gotten
around to do for Black Mountain Review, & also contribute to 2 literary
magazines starting here. Bob LaVigne, a painter whose work I've been
buying and digging, has been putting up wild line drawings to plaster the
walls of the readings and painting fantastic 7 foot posters a la Lautrec.
Really a charming scene. My big problem now is not having enough time to
do all I could, working at Greyhound and not having moved out of
Berkeley, so I get little time for actual writing anymore — it will be a relief
to get out from under and away on a ship or up to Alaska possibly on a
fishing industry job.

Rexroth’s house — Friday evenings, open house, 2 weeks ago Malcolm
Cowley,” I got drunk and made a big inflammatory speech denouncing him
for publishing Donald Hall as a commercial shotand neglecting & delaying
Kerouac, a funny scene, no blood spilled; last weekend Eberhart there, a
long non drunken recollection of a party we'd mert at in NY 5 yearsago, he
remembered the conversation in detail, I'd just got out of hospital and was
hungup on the religious experience in the Groundhog poem.

1. PoetRichard Eberhart’s New: York Times article on his visit to San Francisco ("West Caast Rhychms™)
was one of the mostimportant early articles on the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance and Ginsberg's
“Howl.”

2. Cowley, an editor at Viking Press, had been working with Jack Kerouac on the editing of On rhe
Road.
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English publishers want handle How!/, that is English Printers (Villiers)
and so there is now difficulty in getting it through unexpurgated. I revised
it and it is now worse than it ever was, too. We're now investigating
Mexico, if necessary will spend extra cost and have it done here tho. Civil
Liberties Union here was consulted and said they’'d defend it if it gets into
trouble, which I almost hope it does. I am almost ready to tackle the U.S.
Govt out of sheer self delight. There is really a great stupid conspiracy of
unconscious negative inertia to keep people from “expressing” themselves.
I was reading Henry Miller's banned book Tropic of Cancer, which actually
is a great classic — I never heard of it at Columbia with anything but
deprecatory dismissal comments — he and Genet are such frank hip writers
that the open expression of their perceptions and real beliefs are a threat to
society. The wonder is that literature does have such power.

How is Gene's new house? I think I'll begin shipping stuff home — where
is there room? — for a box & trunk full of excess clothes & pictures &

papers.
Allen

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

March 31, 1956
Dear Allen,

Last night I sent you a note wondering why I hadn’t heard from you.

This morning I received your letter breathing much activity.

I was very much interested in your teaching project. It certainly sounds
unorthodox, but you do build fires under people. {. . .] You certainly have
helped stir things up there. Why not keep it up to see where it ends?
Maybe you could work yourself into a decently paying college position so
you could write at leisure and let down your hair in the wide margins of
vacations?

Glad W.C.W. wrote an introduction. It would be wonderful if you could
get out a whole book of your poems. It would do much toward solidifying
your reputation. Maybe you are a modern, incipient Whitman? Could be.

When and where could I get the records of your reading? “Howl” as a
jazz mass with photographers, etc sounds flamboyant and attractive. Could
you get that recording from that Fantasy Co.?
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I've read R. Eberhart. His "Groundhog” is the best. He has other good
things, but lately I note his poems are too aridly intellectual, not emotional
and imagistic as they used to be.

Sorry I can't agree with you about letting yourself go all out, no bars, etc.
with expression. Too many writers will not be able to distinguish between
filch and realism. To act out inner fantasy is a danger touched with psycho-
pathology and lunacy. There must be a bar sometime. I go for rivers, even
strong ones, having banks.

Try not to get drunk; one gets disabled and sometimes injured.

You can send any packages or trunk to me here at our Paterson address.
I'll hold it for you.

Eugene’s house won't be ready till end of April or so.

Write soon again.

Lots of luck.

Keep up your fine work!

Love
Louis

Allen Ginsberg to Louis Ginsberg

1624 Milvia
Berkeley, California
April 26, 1956

Dear Louis:

Nothing really new since last wrote. Still working at Greyhound, now
making $280 a month (small raise) and will stay there perhaps another
month or more. Shipping still uncertain.

Have laid off teaching for this week and am revising final mss. for the
booklet but not getting very far, tho I set a deadline for this weekend for
City Lights & said I'd bring it all in. I don’t seem to be able to do any
imaginative work till I've slept and read and goofed for a week or more in
complete timeless bored meditation. I have a longish absurd poem on
America to finish:

Are you going to let your emotional life be run by Time magazine?
I'm obsessed by Time magazine.
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I read it every week.
Its cover stares at me every time I pass the N.W. comer of
Sucter and Montgomery streets.
I read it in the basement of the Berkeley public library.
They're always telling me about responsibility. Businessmen are
serious. Movie producers are serious. Everybody’s serious but me.
It occurs to me chat I am America.
I'm calking to myself again.
etc. for 7 pages.

I cover everything from international relations to the dope problem.

Robert Creeley who I mentioned is in town, editor of the Black Mountain
Review, collecting mss. from me, Jack, Gary Snyder (the Buddhist I went
north with), Phil Whalen (friend of Gary's who shares cottage with me
now), Burroughs, etc. And also Grover Jacoby of Variegation was around
again, creeping & peering like an old lady, murmuring about obscurity &
his mother wouldn’t like THAT or ¢his in his magazine (she supports it &
reads it), and took 2 small inoffensive poems about trees, $13.00 worth.
City Lights also proposed to me to bring out a series of records of spoken
poetry, starting with my book, and we may do something about that if I'm
around.

I keep having night dreams about Europe, seeing dockside foggy London,
tears and Nostalgia, etc. I would like when I get over there to go to Russia.
Apparently it's quite feasible, British consul issues passports and US no
longer officially objects. It would be a ball to wander around the actual
Moscow and write poetry on Red Sq. and do verbal sketching of the walls of
the Kremlin. Do you have any relatives addresses there?

The recent Russian news by the way (last few months of destalinization)
is too much — almost miraculous.

What do you think it all means? Rexroth opines it's a new sinister party
line to whitewash themselves & start all over worse, but it seems to me
they've burnt their bridges behind them in a way — who will the Russians
believe in henceforth — they'll have to think for themselves. It must leave a
lot of Communists here feeling really sold out.

The Wobbly-anarchist tradition here is still a force among painters and
writers, in SF I mean.

Summer’s coming on pretty soon, what will you do? I still anticipate
shipping out, then a trip cross-country East, stay home about a month and
do some arranging of papers and then take off for Europe. I may be there in
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the Fall then, depending on shipping. If shipping looks bad I'l] just take a
few hundred dollars from Greyhound work and head East and figure how to
go from there. I want in any case to arrange a few years absolutely free to
write in Europe and travel. I may be in line for a Guggenheim or something
next year, but those are in the hands of successful chic madmen who aren’t
trustworthy. Speaking of such I met Karl Shapiro, Eberhart took me to see
him at Davis College 50 miles north of here where he teaches. Blank eyed,
dull, acts like an advt. executive and about as sympathetic, greying
groomed temples, artsy craftsy ambitious wife and spoiled avaricious
children (I'm exaggerating I suppose) — seeing him in the flesh put the
final nail in the coffin. Official literature, the foundations, the colleges, is
run by people like him who have no interest in life except what they can get
out of it through acceptable channels and all their work is one big psychic
asslicking operation. I mean dominated by a desire for respectability &
acceptance rather than the bitcer gaiety of their own souls. Or whatever
gaiety it is. What he Shapiro has wound up with is a lousy job in a jerkwater
college after all and the strain of this shows through a brisk international
cigarette holding mannerisms. I have not however described the impression
of him after these years of knowing of him like a god of some sort, a Jewish
boy made good. Not at all just another scared respectable stinker. I mean
there was no light in his spirit at all, just money. “India was nasty,” he said,
and his wife agreed. “Or I didn't like it there at all.” Too much suffering,
“what can you do bur ignore it?"” Consequently the themes of his poems is
moderation and the virtues of middle class existence, which is for him a
refuge form experience: And HE teaches a creative writing course and is
admired by a flock of dull eyed professors as the poet (successful) type, and
allowed his small eccentricities, like a few jibes about the advertising
industry. I longed for souls to begin a REVOLUTION when I saw him.
Yop.

Write — love,
Allen
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Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

April 28, 1956
Dear Allen,

Glad, indeed, to get your letter and to know you are well. I was beginning
to get worried not hearing from you so long.

Let me know when you hand in your poem to City Lights. Am eager to
see it printed.

Send me the address of Variegation: maybe I might have something in my
files to submit.

About Russia: I think Rexroth is near the mark. The Reds confess now
like Stalin was a butcher (their words) and that untold thousands were
framed, murdered, etc. I think Russia knows that its past sins will never be
forgotten so they are making Stalin a scapegoat to whitewash themselves.
By force alone, they'll never win so they will try ruthless amiability. They
still have a party line which allows no deviation so that they are still
totalitarian. (In the long run, after a century or two, there may be erosion of
their fixedness; so that, in the end, a reconciliation of the West and the East
will be evolved for the peace from the world.) Meanwhile, they fish in
troubled waters. Even the Daily Worker confessed that they are grieved to
have been so taken in by evils that they never believed existed in Russia.
Yes, who will believe the Commies now?

Was interested in your delineation of Shapiro. His creativeness in poetry
seems to have dried up, and he is capitalizing on his previous increments. (I
personally believe teaching in a college and writing poetry is ideal, but the
duet must resist corroding influences.)

I'll be at home summer, relaxing in the garden. When you come East,
ship your things here. Stay here all you want. I'll fix up a desk for you and
stake you, if you need it, for a long spell of writing.

Youshould like our home now. We get an income, which, in five years,
will pay off the expenses of converting. Then we'll live rent-free in comfort.
It will come just in time. I'll retire in five years with a good pension (we are
integrated now in Social Security).

Write more often, please.

Try to come home soon.

Love
Louis
More anon.
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For bis entire adult life Allen would suffer deep feelings of guilt over his
relationship with bis mother. He agonized over the thought of Naomi's living in a
sanitarium, and he was tormented by the fact that he had signed the legal papers
authorizing ber prefrontal lobotomy. (Doctors had told him the procedure was
necessary because Naomi was given to violent mood swings and apt to harm
herself, and since Louis could not legally sign the papers — he and Naomi were
divorced ~ and Eugene was reluctant to authorize the procedure, Allen, with great
misgivings, signed the documents. A reading of such poems as “Kaddish” and
“Black Shroud” indicate the depth of Allen's emotional turmoil.) After meeting
Peter Orlovsky, Allen devised a new plan, which he hoped would allow his mother
at least a modicum of freedom. As the following letters indicate, fate had other
designs.

Allen Ginsberg to Eugene Brooks

(Berkeley, California)
May 16, 1956

Dear Gene:

L.

My idea on Naomi is this: (tho of course I'm off the scene & don’t know
what the score is) if she appears to be well enough to get along one way or
other on the outside she ought to be put out to pasture with a family say in
Long Island. I even have a specific one in mind, a friend whose mother is
poor & slightly addled herself — in any case one could be found where she
could be boarded for around $100 per month. If it is practicable I would
contribute. The main problem with Naomi is that nobody wants or can
help her, really. Perhaps we can find a place to settle her. I had not thought
of it before reading her letters but they seemed mild enough. It's not
necessary that she be sane to live outside, just peace[ful]l, & the new
pacifying drugs seem to do that from what I read in the papers. Write me
what you think of this. The family I had in mind was Mrs. Katherine
Orlovsky [. . .]1 I know her son Peter very well, I gather she’s living a sort of
Russian poverty life on Welfare of about $95.00 a month herself. I'll look
up the situation when I get back unless you think there is any use in sooner
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action, in which case let me know and I'll find out more specifically what I
can here from Peter O. [. . .]

My book is being printed in England. There was a long delay while I
held on to the mss for revisions, & also I added 3 other poems. It will be
quite a volume. I sent Louis a complete mss. this week. I don't know how
he’ll react to the wilder parts but I am very pleased with the whole deal. I
have a feeling he’ll be too scandalized to want the family to see it but it
really is quite a high spirited & funny & serious collection of statements. |
sort of feel unchallengeable on the solidity of the contents & expressions.
W. C. Williams has written another introduction and 1000 copies will be
made. I'll even make a little money on it says my publisher who's so pleased
he decided to give me royalties in addition to publishing it.

[...]
Allen

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

May 20, 1956
Dear Allen,

How are you?

I'm awaiting the letter you wrote you sent here.

Last night we went into N.Y. and saw Connie, Eugene, and the new baby
boy. He is a 9 lb. chubby, round-faced youngster. His name is Alan Eugene
Brooks. (I guess we’ll have to refer to you as big Allen, and the little boy as
licele Alan.) So life goes on.

Shadows there are, too. Grandma fell last week on the kitchen stairs and
broke her hip. She was operated on yesterday in the Irvington General
Hospital. She is doing as well as can be expected for an 88 year old lady. The
doctors say she will be out in about three weeks. (Drop her a postal: c/o
Irvington General Hospital, Irvingron, N.J.)

How are you feeling?

Do you need anything?

Love from
Your father,

Louis
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Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

May 27, 1956
Dear Allen,

I saw your mimeographed book of poems' and wish it luck in the world!
I'm too near it to appraise it fully. My expression, at first blush, is that it isa
weird, volcanic, troubled, extravagant, turbulent, boisterous, unbridled
outpouring, intermingling genius and flashes of picturesque insight with
slag and debris of scoraic matter. It has violence; it has life; it has vitality. In
my opinion, it is a one-sided, neurotic view of life; it has not enough glad,
Whitmanian affirmations. (The fact that you write in such an energetic
glow of poetry is one affirmation.) The poem should attract attention and
perhaps be a sensation; one will hear defenders and detractors. But it should
give you a name.

The poem I liked next was the fine and vivid one called “Sunflower
Sutra.” You should do more of this style.

I'm keeping the poems by my side in order to get more into them.

Concerning my poem about the grains of sand and necessity, I feel that,
no matter how you thrash about, you must, more or less, as a inescapable
condition of our predicament of living on the earth, give in in some way to
necessity. That last word is an ambiguous one, and there are many ways of
yielding. When one makes a truce with necessity according to the most
harmonious nature of his being, then there is a minimum of eternal friction.
However, I realize no words of mine will fall on your heart as will those of
your cronies; so that I must perforce, despite all my love for you, let time
tutor you.

Meanwhile I am glad that you are finding happiness and perhaps some
purgative cleansing in your writing poetry. I fervent{ly] hope fame and
success will come your way.

We saw Connie, Eugene, and little Alan yesterday. They are all well. Till
their home will be ready, they are living now at Hotel Regent, 104 St. and
Broadway Ave. NYC.

L. Howl and Osker Poems. Allen printed up mimeographed copies of the booklet, which he distributed
among friends and family prior to the official Ciry Lights publication.
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Grandma is still in the hospital. Have you written her? (Irvington
General Hospital, Irvington, N.J.)
More anon.

Your father,
Louis

P.S. Send me a copy or two of the book, published in England, with
W.C.W'’s introduction.

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

May 28, 1956
Dear Allen,

Received your letter re draft card.

I'll be downtown tomorrow to interview the draft board to get you
another card. Will write you tomorrow again.

Eugene’s present address is: /o Hotel Regent, 104th St. cor B'way N.Y .C.
He'll be there about a month after which time he expects to move into his
new home in Long Island.

Your ms. looks fine — with new poems and an introduction by W.C.W.
it should attract attention and make a name for you. I fervently pray for
thae!!! (It's not my type of poetry; but there are many mansions in poetry so
that, with its exuberant, lusty, gusty vitality, it should draw a crowd!) Best
wishes!

Love,
Louis

Allen sent his mother a copy of Howl and Other Poems, and Naomi's response was
probably the last letter she would write. She died on June 9, 1956, and the following
letter was postmarked the day of ber funeral. Her heartbreaking letter was one of the
most powerful letters Allen would ever receive, and it was largely the inspiration for
his determination to write a proper eulogy — or Kaddish — for his mother.
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Naomi Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

n.d. {postmarked June 11, 1956}
I hope chis reaches you.

I sent one before which, maybe, they didn’t send out!

Congratulations on your birthday!

Received your poetry. I like to send it to Louis for criticism.

Now what does be think of it!

It seemed to me your wording was a little too hard. Do tell me what
father chinks of ic.

You know you have to have a job to get married. I wish you did have a
good job. What did you specialize in when you went to college.

This going to North Pole,! who supplies the wearing material? They say
when you visit the Eskimos you need a double coat of fur. Are you fic for
thae flying job? Don't take chances with your life!

I wish you get married. Do you like farming?” Its as good a job as
any.

I hope you behave well. Don't go in for too much drink and other things
that are not good for you.

Eugene and his wife visited me. They expected a child then. I suppose
they have it by this time.

I do hope you get a good job so you can get a girl to get married.
Eugene’s wife is beautiful.

As for myself, I still have the wire on my head. The doctors know about
it. They are still cutting the flesh & bone. They are giving me teeth-ache.

I do wish you were back East, so I could see you.

I met Max's daughter, she is charming & married.

I am glad you are having your poetry published.

I wish I were out of here and home at the time you were young; then I
would be young. I'm in the prime of life now —

Did you read about the two men who died at 139 & 149 yrs. of age? |
wonder how they lived.

I'm looking for a good time.

1. Allen had recently enlisted to work on a ship delivering supplies to the discant early wamning radar
system workers in the Arctic Circle. He left in early July.

2. Offand on, Allen had spoken about buying or working on a farm — a gaal he would reach nearly a
decade later.
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I hope you are not taking any drugs as suggested by your poetry. That
would hurt me. Don't go in for ridiculous things.

With love & good news,
(mother) Naomi

Eugene Brooks to Allen Ginsberg

{New York City)}
June 11, 1956

Dear Allen:

Good to hear from you the other day. I don't {know] where this letter will
catch you, but these are the details of the burial.

Thedaywas niceand sunny. We started out from the HotelRegentat noon.
We were a pitiable corporal’s guard for Naomi — seven (7) of us. Lou, Abe &
Anna surprisingly enough, Max Frohman, Connie and me, and Fanny Frei-
man, Naomi's high school chum. I guess it was the smallest funeral on record.

Naomi was lying in a funeral parlor in Hempstead, Long Island. We saw
the body briefly — she was quite recognizable — her face was perhaps a little
sad, although in repose.

After the box was closed, a functionary said a few words. He had to ask her
name in the middle of the brief services and even then didn’t have it straight.

We followed the box to a cemetery in Farmingdale, Long Island called
Beth Moses. I took some brief footage on movies, but not much. The
cemetery has a wide expanse; the stones there are low; there are some pine
shrubs; it has a rather pleasant look and not crowded, and there is a lot of
blue sky.

After a brief prayer by the functionary, who could not give “Kaddish”
because a quorum of ten males was not present (a “minion”) and engaged in
a short discussion with the funeral director, the casket was lowered, and as
Lou said, Naomi (mother) was “let down” for the last time.

So ended a somewhat pathetic life.

On the way back, Fanny reminisced a little of Naomi’s school days; her
poverty and the fact that she always borrowed school notes from Fanny.

Wevisited Elanor's grave. Elanor is buried about one hundred yardsdistant.

Naomi’s wedding ring was given to me, and I gave it to Connie. I
transferred the thousand dollars to your bank account.
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Well, today the world is inexorably evil; I suppose tomorrow it will be
better. Let me know when you plan to be in New York.
Love from Connie and lictle Alan, who is thriving nicely.

Eugene

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

June 20, 1956
Dear Allen,

Your letter of June 13 on hand.

It is difficult to write you and tell in a few words a life-full of love for
Naomi. Though Fate had severed her physically from me for the last few
years, I confess she was in my heart always. There was no day during which
I was in a crowd or happy that thoughts of Naomi, torn within herselfand
cooped up in a desolate room, did not invade my mind. As I saw her coffin
lowered into the hospitable earth, I thought that now she would at last
have peace and rest, something I had struggled all my life in vain to give
her.

Seven of us met at Eugene’s hotel room — Fanny Frieman, Max Frohman,
Connie, Eugene, Abe, Anna, and I. We were driven out to Long Island to
Hempstead where the funeral services were held briefly, a sexton murmur-
ing prayers in Hebrew. When the cortege went to a cemetery in Farm-
ingdale — a plot a stone’s throw from where Ed Frohman lies. As Naomi's
casket was lowered, the sexton prayed again. The pathos and tragedy of her
well-meaning life, the constant struggles within her, the flashes of our
happy early moments together — all blinded me. [. . .]

Well, Naomi is now at peace at last. Maybe I, too, will sleep better for
knowing she i at last at peace.

Eugene rook pictures of the funeral; so you will sometimes see them.

Yes, recently I had written to Naomi and she to me. I was planning,
as | told Eugene, to visit her this summer to see whether we might not
act on your suggestion. But Fate had other plans and eased her
sufferings.

I'm glad she wrote that letter to you.
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There is much I long to write, but the tears blur me. Some other time.

When you get back East plan to stay here a spell. We are much
nearer and dearer, as you say. You and Eugene are part of her and me, and
she will always be a part of me. Be at peace, Allen, because she is at last at
peace.

I'm glad you will come into some money, which, together with the
money you'll send here, should make a future bulwark for you to lean on
when you do writing later.

I'm awaiting your book and hope it is a success. Don't forget, there are
many mansions in the house of poetry. If Trilling doesn't like it, W. C.
Williams & others will.

Congratulations on your 30th birthday. I did not know whether you had
taken ship already: will save your present.

Peace to you, Allen. Keep writing poetry. Come visit me soon.

Love

Your father,
Louis

Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

August 4, 1956
Dear Allen,

Glad to receive your letter dated July 29, as I was getting a bit worried.
Seems you have a margin of leisure to do plenty of reading. It must feel
curious to have daylight at midnight there.

I'll explore to find a brief synagogue prayer book.' The Jewish holidays
are coming very early in Sept so, no doubt, I'll come upon it soon. Those
chants therein have a rhythm and sonorousness of immemorial years
marching with reverberations through the corridors of History . . . and
laden with the tears of things.

That was a pretty piece of translation, erotic but beautiful.

L. Allen had asked Louis to send him a copy of a prayer book with the "Kaddish" included.
Disappointed that the Kaddish had not been read ac his mother’s funeral, Allen was determined to
write his own version — one that combined poetry with the rhythms of the Hebrew prayer.
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Interruption: I just called up a friend who will procure the Kaddish in
Hebrew and English so I shall dispatch it to you shortly.

Eugene and the baby and Connie are fine. No, the red tape of the VA is
still cying up their house. The knot may be broken any time. Meanwhile,
they come here every two weeks or so, and we have good times with the
baby which seems to like our garden and sleeps under the cherry tree. Once
they came in Saturday and stayed over and enjoyed it.

My mother is still in a nursing home, getting over a broken hipandalsoa
broken ankle. All the five families are sharing the expenses.

Edich is still working, as there is still something to pay off on our
reconversion of the house to a two family house. I chink that about the
Spring she will stop working.

Harold is soon finishing a summer college stint in Columbia. He has a
room in N.Y. near Eugene, and he plans to take a four-year course in
Columbia on his G.I. bill for a B.A. with specialization in journalism. He
avers he has the urge to write.

Sheila teaches in Newark. Her husband is struggling to build up his
electrical business.

Hannah, Leo and the children are OK, as are Anna and Abe, although
Abe continues his inescapable pattern of falling off the water wagon every
six months or so and then slowly climbing up again.

As for me, | am enjoying the Summer’s leisure in reading, mostly poetry
and critical articles. I am writing slowly and unabated. Had a piece called
“Hotel Lobby" accepted by the U. of Kansas Review. Also am working on a
few lyrics re Naomi's funeral.

After three years, our car has a few ailments, such as, new brake linings,
carburetor, fuel pump, tires, etc. but these have been remedied and she’s
now running O.K. Edith drives it well and also drives Harold's car, which
he leaves for her during the week.

Keep well and write more often.

Love.
Louis
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Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

August 13, 1956
Dear Allen,

I was glad to get your letter with your brochure, called “Siesta in Xbalba.”'

It’s very interesting with cinematic flashbacks of scenes and people. There is
entangled in your lines a nostalgia for the past and for ruins that make a
pulpit for mortality. Congratulations! I'll reread it again for more glimpses
of your wanderings. Keep up your good work!

Yes, Eugene’s poem, as I told him, was one of his best. His lines caught
commingled pathos and heartbreak.

I myself am working on half a dozen lyrics about Naomi’s funeral, as it
affected me. One of these poems, a brief 8 line lyric, called “Burial,"? has a
condensation and a hunt of the Emily Dickinson touch. This poem has been
accepted by The N.Y. Times. It should appear in a week or so; and I'll send
you a copy, as soon as it is published.

Clara is getting married at the end of September. I'll advise you of her
new address, when she moves. Grandma is still in a wheelchair at a nursing
home in Caldwell where she is recovering from a broken hip and a broken
ankle.

Eugene and Connie and the baby boy are fine. They visit us here often
and we go into N.Y. to see them frequently.

Concerning our relatives in Russia, so far as I can glean, they had been
slowly exterminated by Stalin’s Russia. Any relatives that are living had
sought refuge in Israel. I believe there are a couple of nieces and nephews
still living. When you are in Newark, Hannah can give any details she
has.

When will I see you? It's been a long time! I miss you. I hope you'll stay
with me here [in] Paterson for a spell before you cast off for your European
travels.

Love from
Your father,
Louis

L. Allen privately published a mimeographed booklet of his long poem while he was serving in che
Arctic Circle.
2. See “Burial,” LG, CP, p. 247.
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Louis Ginsberg to Allen Ginsberg

September 13, 1956
Dear Allen,

I sent you a letter last week to your Milvia St. address, but the letter came
back.

Yes, I saw the account about yourbook in the N.Y. Times Book Review." 1
was happy tosee it. Edith has a copy in her purse, and she shows it to all and
sundry; I have passed it around to the Newark folks. I rejoice that your book
is coming out. I predict it will make a name for you; you may wake up some
morning and find yourself famous. I do hope so.

I'll save any other notices I see of it. I have a couple special envelopes
labeled "Re Allen Ginsberg” and am saving all your poemns. Keep up the
good work — and congratulations!

Send me a couple of your books, or let me know where I can purchase
some. I presume Eugene will also procure some copies.

By the way, are you living or getting your mail at the Milvia St. address?

It's good to know you are saving money, as it will stand you in good stead
when you relax for an interlude of further writing.

All is quiet here