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PREFACE





The Pear Is Ripe, sequel to my first memoir, Company or A Chosen Life, moves between Berkeley, Paris and Ireland. It is a personal survey of sex and society through the 1960s and onwards, by someone who was lucky enough to travel between the major social and political flashpoints. The technique is revelation by anecdote, as practised by Elias Canetti: characters reappear, like Tom Parkinson, the Yeats scholar; Nelson Algren, the Chicago novelist; and Todd Andrews, the Irish commissar; as well as my New York hostess, ‘Bananas’ O’Rourke. And of course my first wife, Madeleine.


In Company I describe how, from the mid-fifties to the early sixties, Ireland began to open up to outside influences, through people of vision like Liam Miller of the Dolmen Press. That book also includes contrasting studies of Samuel Beckett and Brendan Behan, and the American poet Theodore Roethke, whom I introduced to Mrs Yeats. While my main interest is poetry, I have always admired the prose muse, in particular the artful ramblings of George Moore, and hope that my efforts may finally weave into a similar tapestry.


In the writing I have been helped by the professional skills of my novelist wife, Elizabeth Wassell, to the point where I am not always sure where my phrases end and hers begin. The title, however, comes from Flaubert’s novel L’Education Sentimentale, which has the political events of 1848 as a background.




 





John Montague, Nice, July 2007
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PARADISE REVISITED


OR TO CALIFORNIA THEN I CAME











remembering powers of love


and of poetry,


the Berkeley we believed


grove of Arcady –







Robert Duncan











When I came back to Berkeley for the spring semester of 1965, something had changed; a new electricity charged the air. The major reason was the Vietnam war, with troop ships and planes leaving for south-east Asia from the Bay Area: San Francisco, Oakland and the Alameda Naval Base. So my students would absent themselves from class for demonstrations: lying down on railway tracks before the troop trains, marching endlessly, and being hauled off to jail where I tried to visit them. That fine Californian poet Robert Duncan was kindled to a visionary, Blakean fury by this confrontation between a rigid society and its idealistic, ardent offspring:








Now Johnson would go up to join the great simulacra of men,


Hitler and Stalin, to work his fame


with planes roaring out from Guam over Asia …







from ‘Passages’











These were external factors; there were also internal aspects of the new revolutionary fervour, as, at long last, young America began to cut loose. The primary aspect of release was sexual: many of my students arrived at class looking rumpled and dreamy, but wreathed in smiles, as though they had spent the night making love, smoking pot, or, more likely, both. Still unaccustomed to the new mores, I found myself beside one of my youngest female students, who was dressed in the coy, little-girl style of the period – miniskirt and penny loafers – at the counter of the Wells Fargo bank. ‘Who is the other name on your account?’ asked the teller in a friendly fashion. ‘That’s my lover,’ she said loftily. ‘He’s very good in bed.’


Suddenly, nobody wanted to appear innocent. Naivete had become decidedly uncool, virginity being the uncoolest state of all.




*





The English Department had also changed, even physically, shifting camp from the very functional Dwinelle Hall (with the exception of some lovely Chinese art, exquisite clay horses rearing inside glass cases) to the bulk of Wheeler Hall across the way. Wheeler was large and squat, with lifts rising between its broad floors. The departmental office was spacious, with its many professorial pigeonholes – or mailboxes – and the head of department encased behind glass and shielded by our wonderful secretary, Alyce Foley. This was the nerve centre of the English Department, only a short distance away from the bustle of Sather Gate, with its stalls and coffee stands, like a thronged Oriental market.


When I had stayed with tall Tom Parkinson and his diminutive wife, Ariel, in aloof Cragmont, I had walked or bussed down, past the Rose Garden, through the North Gate, and beneath the resounding Campanile. Now I had exchanged the responsibilities of a domestic life chez Parkinson for the freedom of the small, dingy Carlton Hotel (their hotel stationery described it modestly: ‘Only one block from Main Entrance to the University of California, Berkeley’s most convenient location.’) It was louche, forlorn and strange in a peculiarly American way, conjuring up the stories of Carson McCullers or Nelson Algren, or the thrillers of Dashiell Hammett.


Soon such establishments would be supplanted by glossy motels, but I was lucky enough to experience the Carlton in all its tawdry glamour. Its residents included a frail old woman who would give me a leprechaun on my birthday, a number of shipwrecked salesmen, and a few small-time gamblers, although there was also a section for students, which was somewhere at the back. I wrote to Madeleine: ‘This is my new location, a wide room with a small view of the Bay. For sixty bucks a week I get “maid service”, which sounds beautiful, but simply means that a black lady cleans my room when I ain’t in it. Indeed, chastity is the order of the day, as NO MIXED VISITORS are allowed.’


I strolled up past Cody’s bookshop, along Telegraph Avenue, with its aromas of spice and coffee, and, increasingly, something stronger. Both outside and inside Sather Gate, students were discussing, disputing, lofting banners, chanting slogans, and beating gourd drums. After the torpor and docility of the fifties, everything was suddenly up for scrutiny and challenge, with leaders like Mario Savio striding among their followers like film stars. Images of campus sixties radicalism have become a cliché now, but in those days it was still astonishing to see such political fervour among the young, the like of which had probably not existed since 1848, when small sparks of rebellion had kindled fires all over Europe.


Later in the year, I would grow weary of this warm bath of political passion and personal excess, with my students trying LSD and losing their previous fiery edge, their grades dropping as they dropped acid; but in the beginning it did seem splendid. The crowds swirled and spilled onto the broad steps of Wheeler Hall, where more groups would eddy and coalesece before passing into the formal seriousness of the lecture halls, where the hubbub would gradually die down. (Later, the need for confrontation would roughen the relationship between student and teacher to near breaking point.)


I had inherited the office of an American-Irish expert on Irish literature, Brendan Ó hEithir, who had left for Ireland on a sabbatical. He had the same name as another writer friend of mine from Galway, a nephew of the fierce Liam O’Flaherty, and I felt intellectually at home amid his books, as though I were in a library room in Ireland – despite the lush Californian foliage outside the window. Brendan was working on the Gaelic references in Finnegans Wake, and Tom Parkinson, in his study above, was continuing to decipher the handwriting of Yeats’ manuscripts. Between them, I felt like a ship in a green bottle.


My room had two desks, a large one and a small one, as well as, strangely enough, a capacious broom closet. What a contrast my temporary quarters made with those of my comrade, Gary Snyder, downstairs! Gary had installed a tatami prayer mat and some delicate bonsai trees in the corner he had set aside for meditation. And there were scrolls on the walls – misty scenes of mountains and birds, recalling the visionary paintings of Morris Graves. Gary’s attitude towards his students was different from, and complementary to, mine: he was interested in their spiritual progress, and the need to develop a discipline of contemplation from which poetry might be distilled. He had inherited some of my students from the previous year’s poetry workshop, and spoke enthusiastically of one, saying he was a real seeker. I wanted to improve their poems, while he was concerned with them as pilgrims, aiming to improve their souls so as to improve their verses.


So Gary and I seemed to balance each other well, and were almost foils for each other. I have always enjoyed working with others, and try not to be a prima donna unless it is necessary to keep the show going. Besides, I was increasingly impressed by the variety of Gary’s skills. He had spent most of the previous decade in Japan, and was fluent in conversational Japanese, as well as translating from the Chinese and practising its marvellous calligraphy. Tom Parkinson described Snyder with his usual acuity: ‘There is a physical, intellectual and moral sturdiness in him that is part of each movement he makes and each sentence he phrases. He is gracious, soft-spoken, incisive and deeply intelligent. He is also an extraordinarily skilful poet…. If there has been a San Francisco renaissance, Snyder is its renaissance man: scholar, woodsman, guru, artist … accessible, open and full of fun.’


As well as appreciating each other’s very different work and enjoying each other’s company, Gary and I agreed that working in the English Department at Berkeley was no sinecure. In addition to a master class, I taught a bigger workshop, which swelled in number until I had to seek two teaching assistants, one of whom, David Bromige, was a poet himself, a young Englishman enamoured of the New Poetics of Robert Creeley and Charles Olsen. Gary and I also had to take on a first-year Shakespeare class; mine was crowded with youthful political activists. After my troubled affair with a black-haired colleague the year before, I had become obsessed with the mystery of the Dark Lady sonnets: ‘If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun:/ If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head … ’. I would urge my students to take the slim volume with them to anti-war rallies, or even to jail. ‘I have seen roses damask’d, red and white/ But no such roses see I in her cheeks … ’ struck me as suitable lines for a sunless prison. Unfortunately, my incarcerated students were inclined to confrontation rather than reading and reflection.


After all this teaching, and the attendant student-teacher conferences demanded by the administration, there were the innumerable quizzes, reports and term papers. By Friday, Gary and I were as grumpy as overburdened office clerks or factory workers; had Kenneth Rexroth, the daddy of the San Francisco renaissance, not described Berkeley as ‘a Ford factory of the intellect’? So I would accompany Gary to his San Francisco pad for some relaxation. It made a marvellous contrast to climb onto the back of his big, glittering motorcycle, and surge across the Bay, leaving our academic selves behind. Gary’s pad was in North Beach, under the phallic presence of the Coit Tower, and across the way from the city’s favourite intellectual hangouts, the City Lights Bookshop and the Vesuvio Café. It was already a different North Beach from the one I had enjoyed the previous year with Parkinson – more free and open, but with its own peculiar disciplines and rituals. We would shed our academic gear at Gary’s Green Street studio and then set out to explore the local scene.


The little hill under the Coit Tower was swarming with young people in pursuit of learning and pleasure. They seemed to be mainly rich young women from Southern California, long-legged girls nourished on orange juice – though now they had advanced to wine and, of course, pot and other mild drugs. Gary seemed to know them all, but our visits to their flats were not occasions of pure excess, despite our eagerness to unwind, because the young women were searching in their own way. There was something ritualistic even in the taking of the wine, which was Mountain Red poured from big jugs, and of course the sharing of the joint afterwards was as ceremonial as the passing of a Native American peace pipe.


Gary was a born teacher who never missed an opportunity to raise the level of consciousness of his company. So we discussed the city that lay beneath us, Chinese and Japanese poetry, languages and linguistics. Gary’s intellectual and spiritual focus was always sharp, in spite of the drink and drugs; perhaps it was even heightened by them. After these few quiet hours on someone’s terrace, watching the sky darken as the sun went down over San Francisco, we moved off separately or in groups to one or other of the cheap Italian restaurants of North Beach, our appetites whetted by the pot we had smoked. The New Pisa was still there from my graduate-student days, and the Old Spaghetti Factory, which was crammed at night with long-haired men and women, the ur- or proto-hippies. Afterwards we sorted ourselves out for the night, in the casual way of that time and place, either coupling, or crashing into bed alone.


I gawped happily at all this, pleased to be let into this world that was at once hedonistic and rigorously disciplined. But the little Ulster Catholic boy inside me still blanched when Gary’s ideas of collective ritual extended to sex. In his liberal yet strict view, even lovemaking was a discipline, and he encouraged me to let go of my Irish hang-ups and participate in communal sex, which he argued would liberate me – though I wondered how one could be a monk of the erotic? He explained that when he had been blocked in his second and perhaps most beautiful book, Myths & Texts, he had worked his way clear with ‘secret, frantic rituals’ of drugs and sex, which had lowered the boom:








I have terrible meditations


On the cells all water


           frail bodies


Moisting in a quiver;


Flares of life that settle


Into stone


The hollow quaking of the soft parts


Over bone







from Myths & Texts (1960)











It was a friendly rivalry between us, with me blaring Yeats and Auden to him, the structured poetry of Europe and the East Coast, and Gary telling me to loosen up. Yet I never ceased to be astounded by the paradoxes in his attitude: he would chasten me for being ‘uptight’ and ‘hung up’, and would exhort me to take part in orgies, but his sense of discipline was so stern that it was nearly puritanical. And it was astonishing how much scholarship could be applied to everything, even sex and drugs, especially natural drugs like ‘Morning Glory’. According to the myth, Morning Glory dated back to pre-Colombian Mexico, where it had been used by the Nahuatl Indians, and supposedly the Native Indians in Oaxaca were still taking it. The students and seekers discoursing solemnly on it sounded like botanists as they recited the names of species and genera, rivea corymbosa and ipomea, applying an earnest pedantry to the sybaritic and the sensual. ‘You’re not an Indian, or a Zen Buddhist from Japan. You’re a trim Dutchman, with that Van Dyck beard,’ I told Gary once, after he had yet again accused me of being ‘an uptight, prudish Irishman’ – which, indeed, I partly was. (I was also more or less a European, who found this systematic exploration of the erotic mysteries distinctly American. Also American, it seemed to me, was the absence of the personal, the romantic, in these sexual adventures. You engaged in them for self-improvement; love was not the point.)


Besides, after the previous year’s turbulent affair, I was not eager to plunge back into the ‘dark mysteries’, and so I became quite friendly with Kimberly, a typically fair-haired, wholesome-looking young woman from Los Angeles, although her all-American good looks were hidden under a bushel, as it were, by a motorcycle and bomber jacket. She was a great fan of Gary, and her cultivation of the motorcycle was partly a homage to him, but also part of the culture of the period, from Brando’s The Wild Ones onwards. Every weekend, groups of young black men thundered into Berkeley on their Harley-Davidsons, Hondas and Yamahas, to link up with high-school girls high on marijuana. Looking glamorous yet menacing, the bikers called themselves ‘bloods’, but did little damage except to themselves. And of course the cult film of the period was Scorpio Rising, a study of a brutish motorbike gang by Kenneth Anger, the author of Babylon Revisited. He had been a disciple of Aleister Crowley, and passed on Crowley’s wand to Robert Duncan in a kind of magical succession.


Since Gary was this young woman’s guru or master, he dictated her reading list and her yoga practices but did not seem to wish to take their relationship further, even though he was living alone at the time. In addition to Gary’s wisdom, she had her own areas of expertise, and was a devotee of Morning Glory. In an unconscious parody of an efficient housewife, she would say: ‘The best way to take it is to soak the seeds until their shells get soft, which makes them easier to chew.’ Or: ‘Grind up the seeds and mix them with water so that they form a kind of gruel. You can mix this into food or eat it on its own.’


As a Catholic, I loved the names of these potent seeds, which Kimberly intoned like a litany. Flying Saucers, Wedding Bells, Summer Skies and Blue Star suggested the various stages of hallucination, with Heavenly Blue and Pearly Gates the zenith. She said they were on sale in most Bay Area nurseries, and she always had a stack handy. But she allowed us to ‘turn on’ only after we had eaten a meal, and did not encourage drinking at the same time. Altogether she was as bustling and gentle as a housemother, administering her potions. Nor did she seem overly concerned with sex, although she was once so hurt when Gary seemed to be ignoring her that she slapped him.


Kim despised Berkeley and its conventional scholarship, preferring to search for wisdom within the new offbeat culture of American Indian lore, hallucinogens and Eastern religions. This arrangement suited me, because I preferred not to get too closely involved with students on the campus, even though Kim and I were really pals more than anything else, enjoying each other’s easy companionship. She seemed to me, in her black leather trousers, a kind of modern Calamity Jane, hanging out with the boys. Another North Beach poet pal, the buckskin-clad Lew Welsh, thought she was probably lesbian. ‘But,’ he said coarsely, ‘her balls haven’t dropped yet.’

















O ROSE, THOU ART SICK, PART ONE


Artists discover offbeat areas and transform them into loci of defiant energy, only to be displaced by middle-class voyeurs with too much spare money – rendering these little meccas too expensive for those who created them. I believe I was lucky enough to savour North Beach life before the tourist invasion destroyed it, as it had previous bohemian centres like Montmartre. The old-fashioned bump-and-grind striptease of the International Settlement, where students and sailors mingled, would be replaced by go-go dancers – often with inflated silicon breasts, making them look as glossily artificial as Barbie dolls – suspended in cages. Whereas our North Beach scene was relatively sweet and harmless, with a serious note of self-exploration underneath.


And the flower children were still in bud; a year or so later, the kids would stream into Haight-Ashbury singing:








If you’re going


            to San Francisco


Be sure to wear


            some flowers in your hair …











And the air would be full of their favourite music, the contralto voice of Grace Slick of Jefferson Airplane, the young Grateful Dead, the dove-like, soprano warblings of Joan Baez. But the first flower child I met was in my own large writing workshop at Berkeley – though I hardly noticed her at first – a short-skirted, chubby-faced child from Florida, with bright, scrubbed cheeks and an absurdly endearing name like something out of the Canterbury Tales: Rose Twirlaleaf.


I was beginning to become aware that several of my students were seriously dropping acid, and I was trying to deal with this new phenomenon with the help of ‘guru’ Gary, who had obviously had more experience with hallucinogens than me. Their trips were sometimes extreme: once I was called from my hotel to restrain a young man from jumping out of his window, since, he told us serenely, ‘Space has dissolved, man.’ I suppose I should have followed them in order to understand their experience first-hand, but laboratory hallucinogens alarmed me, as did the length of an LSD trip. A profound alteration of consciousness, lasting twelve or so hours, did not appeal to an Irishman like myself, who was only beginning to understand the relatively milder effects of social drinking on the body and mind.


I tried to make it a rule that students of mine who were taking LSD should write something before, during and after their trip, but rarely got anything satisfactory – certainly nothing like Gary’s beautiful poems. I gathered that, during an LSD trip, objects achieved an almost mystical significance, but what came through in my students’ writings was a microscopic attention to the most minute detail: one gave me a mini-thesis on a doorknob. In a way, their investigation of space, time and the basic structure of matter seemed to echo the concerns of my physicist friends like Charles Cattell, but were too fragmentary to serve as more than reports. Tom Flanagan, a fellow Berkeley teacher and a future novelist, thought it absurd that I absorbed myself so much in the psychic and political lives of my students. But then I was living downtown amongst them, and I had the example of Parkinson and Snyder, who were admired by many of the student leaders.


It was a big department and I got along with most of my colleagues, who were content that Gary and myself should deal with the more offbeat types. But gradually I began to sense a change in the attitude of the other English lecturers towards me. When I passed them in the corridors of Wheeler, they would suppress a smile, or throw me a half-amused, half-wry look, which I could not read easily. Parkinson came to the point, bluntly: ‘John, who has been decorating your door with flowers? Some of the older profs are starting to talk. You know what they’re like: you can’t afford to get the reputation of messing around with students, girls or boys. Clean up your act.’


I vaguely knew what he was talking about. Once or twice I had noticed flowers scattered on the floor outside my office, but the cleaners went round towards the end of morning lectures. So I took to coming in early, after a morning coffee at the Mediteranneum, and, yes, there was a garland, or daisy chain, draped over my doorknob, with a few extra blossoms on the noticeboard which advertised my office hours and other serious information. Fascinated, I arrived one morning shortly after the janitor had opened the big doors, and lay in wait down the corridor. And sure enough, I caught the miscreant, a smiling Rose Twirlaleaf, her arms festooned with flowers, like a chubby version of a Botticelli nymph. I confronted her as she was in the act of hanging a daisy chain over the door handle.


‘Oh, Professor Montague,’ she cried gaily, ‘you’ve caught me out. I wanted to remain a secret admirer.’


Remembering Parkinson’s injunction, I tried to appear as stern as possible, yet her cradled flowers kept drifting to the floor, and as I knelt to help her gather them up, our heads would bump disconcertingly. I threw a quick glance down the antiseptic corridor, but it was still early and there were no academic snoops yet. The cleaners would soon be coming by, though.


‘Do you always do this for your professors?’ I asked, severely.


‘I always did it in high school, in Florida, but most of my teachers were women, and they loved flowers. I forgot you were a man.’ She smiled – archly, I thought.


‘Are there any other professors you honour in this fashion?’


‘Gee, you speak like a book. That’s why we all like your class. It’s like being inside a British – sorry – Irish novel. Anyway, what’s wrong with giving you a few flowers? I also bring them to my professor in Classics, but he’s an old guy.’


And in conclusion, she declared what would soon become the anthem of the flower children, though at this point I had never heard it before: ‘Flowers are symbols of peace and love, and love is the only power against the atom bomb.’ Then, with her cheeky grin: ‘And you poets should love symbols.’


I was defeated, but something had to be done. I swept her into my office and, exploring the contents of the big broom closet, found an ancient, dusty vase, which I gave to her. I explained that I would contrive to have the door opened every morning so that she could bring in the flowers and arrange them prettily in the vase; that way, I could breathe in the bouquet as I interviewed students or corrected term papers. ‘Maybe your flowers will make my marking less severe.’


As I prepared to go down to my next class, where her smiling face would once again tilt up at me (wearing, from now on, a ghostly wreath of flowers), she explained how she gathered her copious garlands. ‘I know nobody up here in Berkeley, so I’m pretty lonely. But I love the Berkeley Hills, and I go up there every morning, past the Bevatron and Strawberry Canyon. And there are whole clumps of wild flowers up there, so I sit there and braid them, and look down on the city and the Bay, and it all feels nice, and I love everybody, even though I don’t know them.’


Only a year before, a reactionary fanatic had blundered into Parkinson’s office brandishing a gun, with which he had blasted off part of Tom’s jaw. I thought of this potential murderer sitting up in the same hills as Rose, cradling a rifle on his knees instead of flowers, and dreaming of clearing the campus of ‘commies and homos’ – and probably innocents like Rose as well. This vast, lovely landscape seemed to nourish such extreme dreams, which clashed against each other. On the one hand, there was a murderous maniac descending on the campus with Biblical zeal, an idealist in his own warped way, brandishing his shotgun like the sword of an avenging angel; on the other, flower children like Rose would soon be nestling daisies into the barrels of National Guardsmen’s guns as part of their passive resistance to the Vietnam war. In a way, this had always been the story of America; I was uneasily beginning to wonder which side would prevail this time.




*





I thought I had nipped this Roman de la rose in the bud, as it were. Comment certainly died down in the department – so much so that Parkinson complimented me on my discretion. ‘I want to get you back here full-time, Montague,’ he said. ‘So you must behave like a house-trained poet. You can do anything you want in North Beach, but you’ve got to keep your big nose clean on campus. Especially because everyone will be comparing you to our two English imports, Cox and Box.’


He was referring to two brilliant young English critics, Brian Cox of the Critical Quarterly and Manchester University, and Christopher Ricks from Oxford, who, from their very different perspectives, were sharing the Berkeley experience as visiting professors. (Although, fascinatingly, they did not seem to speak to each other, as though they could not exchange a salute before receiving the formal introductions of an older, quainter England. Eventually, I would ask Cox why he had not befriended his fellow Englishman – to which he replied regretfully: ‘It’s up to Ricks, you see. He’s from Oxford.’) I myself would become friendly with both, especially Brian, who was easy and open, eager to learn about the Bay Area poets, and even to publish them, particularly Snyder, after the advocacy of his work by Thom Gunn and myself.


Cox and Ricks had come to California with their families, and lived in faculty housing – not a ramshackle hotel like the Carlton. While I was enjoying the footloose freedom of my peculiar new life, observing my fellow transatlantic scholars reminded me that I, also, had attachments at home. In a letter, I gave Madeleine a discreet account of my adventures in North Beach, and she replied with a pithy French rhyme that was uneasily appropriate: ‘Fruits sans saveur/ Femmes sans pudeur/ C’est la Californie’.


She seemed sure that nothing I might discover in this New World could make it match the Old. She could not imagine that the Berkeley she envisaged, full of wholesome, naive students, might threaten our life together, and she seemed untroubled by our long separation. In fact, she was full of plans for a French conference in Los Angeles, during which she hoped to come to Berkeley. She presumed that we could take up where we had left off, although for me a distance was growing between us which was not only geographical. After all, the currency of a couple’s intimacy is their daily life together, and our day-to-day experiences were now so different, as well as so distant, from each other. I had had a kind of desolate vision as I flew west from Chicago (where I had halted briefly to see Nelson Algren), gazing down as the plane glided over the Mississippi and its tributaries:








Flying from Chicago, I awake


To see the Mississippi, spread-


Eagled with its tributaries,


A stricken tree of ice.







For a moment its chill glitter recalls


All that we had feared:


‘The growing distances between


Our two lives …’











All in all, I was still trying to hold my various lives together. Soon after I had arrived in Berkeley, and before my North Beach days, I wrote hopefully to Madeleine: ‘I have just discovered that the men’s swimming pool is open, so I will probably add that to my schedule of peace and work and chastity!’ But, perhaps significantly, the postcard showed a caged lion gazing gloomily through the bars.




*





After placating Miss Twirlaleaf and her desire to offer floral homage to the powers of poetry, I thought the balance between my academic life in Berkeley, my off-stage life in North Beach, and my distant French married life was secure. Indeed, I was almost beginning to congratulate myself on my adroit juggling of lifestyles, when there was a further twist. Partly due to her detestation of the place, it was more or less agreed between myself and Kimberly that she would not visit me on campus. So I was surprised one day, coming up from one of my workshops, to see her striding along through Wheeler Hall, looking healthy and incongruous in her formidable motorcycle gear, like a Norse goddess, with her fair hair standing out against the black leather and metal. But she was walking away from, not towards, my office; puzzled, I called after her. To my surprise, she turned an angry face in my direction and shook her shining helmet at me, before plunging down the stairs. I thought I heard ‘Fuck off!’ float towards me from the depths of the stairwell. I hoped she had not been heard or seen by my more busybody colleagues. But what was wrong?


I settled wearily at my office desk, and began to correct a new clutch of student compositions. Everything seemed in place, undisturbed, so what could have upset Kimberly so much? All she had to do was either wait outside or, since the door was open, come in and relax until the imminent end of class. Then I heard a scuffling noise, and what sounded like a series of muffled giggles. The place was empty, the door shut, so was I hallucinating, despite not having taken my Morning Glory recently? Perhaps it was actually a bird, since the voice I thought I’d heard had now begun to twitter and make strange warbling sounds. I peered through the window at the campus, as colourful and busy as a street in India, but there was no bird serenading me from the sill. Then, on a sudden inspiration, I whipped open the broom closet. Standing inside was none other than a flushed Rose Twirlaleaf, hand on mouth, eyes watering from the effort of suppressing her giggles.


‘Were you making bird sounds?’ I asked, accusingly. ‘And did you hear somebody else come in?’


‘I had been practising bird calls and I was hoping to surprise you. That other girl didn’t seem to like them very much, but she doesn’t look as if she’s into birds or flowers. Where did you find her? She looked pretty scary to me.’


It took me weeks to calm Kim down, and I forbade Rose from bringing any more flowers to my altar. Some of these kids were just too much to handle, I thought.

















A PRIDE OF POETS, PART ONE


The most formidable presence in the poetic community of the Bay Area was Robert Duncan. I had just missed meeting him when Madeleine and I returned to Europe in 1956; indeed, I think we were hijacked by the then-director of the more sedate San Francisco Poetry Center, to prevent us from going to hear him speak on poetry and homosexuality. I suppose they thought this was not a subject that would interest a young heterosexual couple about to be married. But I was interested, because some of the most brilliant members of my generation at University College Dublin were homosexual, and I wanted to understand their world better.


I finally met Robert at a party given by a French-Canadian gallery owner called Paule Anglim, who was living in a splendid house in Marin County, just over the Golden Gate Bridge, the lights of which you could see, flashing from her long French windows. Robert’s style of dress was as magnificent as the setting. He was sporting a swirling, poetic cloak, and a crimson waistcoat, and his good eye gleamed as he talked endlessly, wonderfully. Paule had arranged for us to be picked up in North Beach, and on the way out to her house we fell into an argument about whether animals could experience love. I was contending that dogs only rutted, and were not capable of tender feelings for each other. As we came through Paule’s dramatic portals, a black guard dog leaped towards me, just missing my cheek. ‘You see,’ cried Robert, ‘our so-called dumb friends can speak! He heard what you said, and was offended by your slight to the dog-god Anubis!’


Being with Robert was heady; he was the first poet I had met who lived and talked poetry like a religion, and for whom all the gods were still real. And then he came across the Bay from his San Francisco home, to speak in a seminar on Yeats that Parkinson and I had arranged. His deep, visionary eye, with shadows scalloped beneath, and the tufts of hair around his handsome, sallow face, made him resemble some mythological bird. Or the Ancient Mariner, as he discoursed on Yeats’ A Vision, Yeats’ mystic marriage with Maud Gonne, and his mediumistic relationship with his wife, George. It was the first time I had heard such things taken seriously, even in Dublin, although when I had walked to the university as a very young man, I had passed the headquarters of the Dublin Spiritualist Society. Tom Flanagan had spoken, with a novelist’s fascination, of the complex strands of Yeats’ lineage, and Walter Starkie had discoursed on his affinity with the poet García Lorca’s use of the gypsy ballads, but Robert stole the show with his passionate belief in the magical as the very essence of great poetry. Not until I met Ted Hughes would I experience that same unshakeable belief in the mystical powers of poetry and art.


At the time I met him, Robert was on a roll, with three books having been published in quick succession, and to great critical acclaim: The Opening of the Field (1960), Roots and Branches (1964) and his ever-expanding Bending of the Bow, which would appear in 1968. And of course, in the background, there was the enormous, unfurling vision of his ‘H.D.’ book, as crammed with dreams, alchemy and magic lore as the wilder shores of Coleridge. There was something flamboyant and flagrant about Robert’s personality and poetry, ‘the poet in a frenzy, with his fine eye rolling’, in a way that seemed more acceptable in California than on the East Coast. Or indeed than in the American South: when James Dickey came to read in Berkeley, I brought him over to see Robert and his boyfriend Jess in their strange surroundings, with plump cats lolling beneath Jess’s eerie paintings, which combined a kind of super-realism with childlike fantasy. It seemed to me, coming from Yeats’ Dublin, like the heady atmosphere of a late-Romantic household. But Jim Dickey found the same atmosphere stifling – inimical to his macho sensibility. ‘It’s not an air I can breathe,’ he wrote to me afterwards.
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