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“This cheap, exploitative, radical, avant-garde, courageous, daring, pandering, freedom-loving, woman-debasing, stupid, trashy, noble, tight-fisted, profligate press managed, almost always, to provoke or charm some group or other.”

—Gilbert Sorrentino

“We are still reaping the fruits of your relentless efforts and achievements, and such is your legacy that the American public is indebted to you for many of the most interesting books it reads.”

—French Minister of Culture in designating Rosset Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et Lettres

“To Barney Rosset, for distinctive and continuous service to international letters, to the freedom and dignity of writers, and to the free transmission of the printed word across the barriers of poverty, ignorance censorship and repression.”

—PEN American Center, Ninth Publisher Citation, 1988

“Was Grove controversial? The word is too pale for the tempests at Grove, whether lawsuits, death-threats, grenade attacks by Cubans or occupation of the premises by enraged feminists. Say rather that it was a valve for pressurized cultural energies, a breach in the dam of American Puritanism—a whiplashing live cable of Zeitgeist.”

—Barney Rosset’s own description of Grove Press


INTRODUCTION

Before Barney Rosset, no book publisher in American history had his office blown up because his political views were found offensive. Enraged at Rosset’s support of Fidel Castro and Che Guevara, nine Cuban anti-Castro reserve officers in the American Air Force changed that in the summer of 1968. The rocket-propelled grenade they fired into the second-floor window of Grove Press from a pickup truck eloquently testified to Rosset’s capacity to provoke American sensibilities. A self-delighting maverick, an impetuous outsider who took enormous pleasure in confronting American conformity and prudery, Barney Rosset was unquestionably the most daring and arguably the most significant American book publisher of the twentieth century. Quick to rush in where respectable publishers feared to tread, he brought to the reading public the European avant-garde, radical political and literary voices, steamy Victorian erotica, and banned writers such as D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and William Burroughs.

Blending the countercultural and New Left with the mainstream through Grove Press and the magazine—Evergreen Review—it subsequently launched, he both helped create and inserted himself firmly into the center of the cultural ferment of the sixties. Whatever was contentious and relevant in this tempestuous decade—sexual, political, racial—there were Barney and his books. Grove Press provided the intellectual fuel for the revolutionary energies coursing through colleges and universities. It delivered a leftist message of liberation from the old and the outworn—along with a reading list of exciting new authors. No serious student’s bookshelves could be considered complete without displaying a substantial array of Grove paperbacks.

Barney’s landmark legal battles against the stultifying censorship laws changed forever the nature of writing and publishing in America. More than any other individual, he was responsible for freeing American literature from the shackles imposed by the conscientious watchdogs of morality. “It is hard to remember,” Martin Garbus, the distinguished First Amendment lawyer, points out, “how puritanical America is and was. Barney was the guy who fundamentally broke down the censorship barriers in this country.” He spent nearly $100,000 ($800,000 in today’s dollars) during his two-year struggle (1959–60) with the powerful US Post Office to permit D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover to be read in an unexpurgated version here. Had he lost, he might have been sentenced to jail for attempting to send forbidden materials through the mails. It took five years and roughly $250,000 (nearly $2,000,000 today), pushing Grove to the brink of bankruptcy, to earn the right for Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer to be published in the United States. In order to convince booksellers to carry the book, in violation of local anti-obscenity ordinances, Barney elected to indemnify them for any court expenses incurred in answering charges about selling prohibited volumes. He funded sixty cases in twenty-one states before he finally won in the Supreme Court in1964.

Two years later, in 1966, he got a Massachusetts appellate court to agree, despite one judge’s characterization of it as “a revolting miasma of unrelieved perversion,” that William Burroughs’s Naked Lunch was serious literature, entitled to constitutional protection. The decision, according to novelist Norman Mailer, “changed the literary history of America. It opened up the possibilities. After that, American publishers were pretty much willing to print anything.”

A man with a joyous, fully fleshed sense of his own importance, he believed his mission as a publisher was to serve as “protector and guardian” of the creative spirit, dedicated to opposing anything that might restrict the liberty of writers. Wallace Fowlie, Barney’s professor of French literature at The New School, praised his tenacity in pursuit of his ideals: “He fights for good causes, and he fights hard. He would have made a first-rate crusader under St. Louis. In fact,” he added after further consideration, “he would have made a good St. Louis in the thirteenth century.” Barney’s commitment to total freedom of expression—“I feel personally there hasn’t been a word written or uttered that shouldn’t be published”—essentially demarcates the before and after of American publishing. In defending the right of words of every kind to be read, he made Grove a place for the high and the low, Nobel Prize-winners and authors of nineteenth-century spanking novels. He admired them both—his Nobelists, Samuel Beckett, Pablo Neruda, Octavio Paz, Kenzaburo Oe, Mario Vargas-Llosa, Harold Pinter—and his mostly anonymous pornographers. Because the dirty books in his Victorian paperback library sold well, people frequently assume Barney published them simply for money. But that is to misunderstand Barney. He liked sex. He liked to engage in it, with a multitude of girlfriends, call girls, and a variety of wives. He liked to read about it. He thought there was nothing wrong with being turned on by a book. Barney’s erotica might have been profitable, but he also found it pleasurable. One of his favorite books was The Story of O, the enormously popular French novel of female submission that Grove brought out in English translation in 1965.

He must have felt it a gratifying irony that the “Old Smut Peddler,” as he was known by some in the 1960s, who spent his career being derided by the publishing establishment because of his affection for things pornographic, hard- as well as soft-core, should have received, in 2008, a Lifetime Achievement Award from the National Book Foundation honoring his “vision and enormous contributions to American publishing.”

The acquisition of a more or less defunct press with an inventory of three little-known paperback volumes would hardly seem the most direct path to earning a Lifetime Achievement Award from the book industry. It is safe to say that when Barney, in 1951, followed the suggestion of a soon-to-be ex-wife and purchased Grove Press for $3,000 from its two dysfunctional partners, even he had no idea what extraordinary consequences would follow for American literary and political culture. A failed marriage, unrealized fantasies about becoming a writer, and a single, flawed effort as a documentary filmmaker are not generally accepted predictors of success in the publishing world. Barney had neither business credentials nor a record of accomplishment when he stumbled into publishing. Instead, he possessed what one admirer called “a whim of steel,” extraordinary courage, a kind of instinctive genius that encouraged him to take chances, and a ferocious competitiveness. Together, they served him well in his understanding of the role of publishers as “in effect the foot-soldiers in the struggle against hypocrisy and oppression.”

If he saw himself as a humble foot soldier, it is clear that he simultaneously functioned as commander in chief in the battle. No other publisher embraced the risks he did; no other publisher exercised a comparable influence on the cultural landscape of this country. He conducted his campaign against censorship the same way he lived his personal life, by adhering to a simple rule: “My first impulse is always, ‘Do it.’” In obeying its strictures, he partied a lot (with the Beats and Norman Mailer); drank a lot (with the painters Willem de Kooning, Jackson Pollock, and Franz Kline, among others) at the Cedar Bar in Greenwich Village and elsewhere; bought Robert Motherwell’s house in East Hampton; took (once) LSD that Timothy Leary himself gave him; and married five wives, four of whom left him. He made and lost money doing exactly what pleased him: “All my life I followed the things that I liked—people, things, books—and when things were offered me I published them. I never did anything I didn’t like.”

Doing only what he liked made Grove a special kind of company and Barney a unique boss. He just didn’t care about what other publishers were concerned with: sales figures, cost projections, audiences, editorial meetings. He wanted to build a company publishing books he valued and enjoyed, surrounded by interesting people who shared his vision. He succeeded brilliantly. Grove was different because Barney was different. In place of a smoothly operating organization, there was drama and chaos, mostly created by Barney, who loved thrills. “The Auntie Mame of publishing,” one of his editors called him. “Grove is not average,” Barney insisted, ”it’s a weird aberration.” He gloried in his maverick status, going his own blue-jeaned, turtle-necked, idiosyncratic way. When informed by an admirer that he was seen as the Clint Eastwood of the business, Barney admitted he rather liked the notion. He took the accusation of Robert Bernstein, president of Random House, that he stood “outside the mainstream of American publishing” as a compliment. Kenzaburo Oe, the Nobel Prize–winning Japanese novelist who became Barney’s dear friend, thought of him as Huckleberry Finn.

Barney relished the merging of his work and his life. He thought of Grove Press as an extension of his personality. Barney at work and Barney at play were inseparable. “My private life,” he declared, “sometimes mirrored the fiction I published.” When in 1962 he issued Robert Gover’s One Hundred Dollar Misunderstanding, whose protagonist is a charming, beautiful black call girl, he selected for the cover a photograph of the charming, beautiful black call girl he was currently seeing.

Barney lived both his professional and personal life at warp speed. Editor Fred Jordan observed that Barney “always seemed to be on the run, even when he was sitting down.” Eating and sleeping were minor afterthoughts for an existence sustained by gobbling amphetamines from a silver pillbox—a family heirloom he carried with him—and consuming vast amounts of alcohol: red wine in the morning, martinis at lunch, rum and cokes throughout the rest of the day and night. And night was for going out, with or without the wife of the moment. Rules and conventions—of publishing or human relations—were not for Barney. It’s what made a job at Grove so exhilarating. And at the same time, somewhat precarious. Barney fired people with the same insouciance as he hired them—or hired them back. Herman Graf, vice president and sales director, recalls that Barney fired him twice and hired him three times. At the second firing, Barney assured him it had nothing to do with his work, which was satisfactory. It was “purely personal.” Graf was puzzled but continued to think of him as his best boss ever. Claudia Menza, who worked her way up from editorial assistant on Evergreen Review to managing editor of Grove, was fired once a year by Barney, and once a year she quit. Each time she simply showed up at work the next day and they both went on as if nothing had happened. But she remembers one day when Barney asked her to have lunch—a bad sign. Over lunch Barney told her, “This company isn’t big enough for both of us. One of us has to go.” She retorted, “I don’t suppose that would be you.” “No,” he said, laughing, “it’s been a good marriage, but now it’s time for a divorce.” However, they remained friends for the rest of Barney’s life.

Almost no one who worked there can ever remember having had a better time. On the occasion that Grove employees received job offers with bigger salaries from larger publishing houses, Dick Seaver, his friend and associate commented, the response was inevitably the same: “We’re having too much fun here.” Barney happily listened to the book suggestions of the editors he brought to the company—Don Allen, Dick Seaver, Fred Jordan—whose enthusiasms for particular manuscripts were invariably enough for Barney. But the final decision always rested with him. Barney in the end published what Barney liked. And nothing else. Jordan emphasized that “he never really read with an audience in mind; he had himself in mind…. Barney basically just pleased himself and said so.”

Running a business according to the tastes of its owner is not necessarily the best model for long-term fiscal stability. The practice succeeded in endowing the press with a unique personality and cultural identity, but it also left it vulnerable to the flaws in Barney’s highly personal judgments. He didn’t like Lawrence Durrell’s Justine, for example, the first volume of his successful Alexandria Quartet, and summarily rejected it when it was offered to him in England. He didn’t understand what Tolkien was all about and concluded no one else would either. He later realized he should have given it to his children to evaluate. And when he had the opportunity to publish what became a huge bestseller, Alex Comfort’s The Joy of Sex, he turned it down because he found it too healthy and antiseptic for Grove’s image. Sex, for Barney, was never intended to be so jolly.

Barney treasured especially those subversive writers who challenged and irritated, who pushed against the conventional, people like Kerouac and Ginsberg; John Rechy and Hubert Selby; Henry Miller and William Burroughs; Alain Robbe-Grillet, Eugène Ionesco, and Jean Genet; Samuel Beckett and David Mamet, Harold Pinter and Bertolt Brecht. In taking forbidden, offensive, and little-known work and finding an audience for it, Barney bestowed gifts on writers and readers everywhere.

John Rechy, whose harrowing novel of the gay underworld, City of Night, Rosset turned into a bestseller in 1963, emphasizes the debt a literate America owes Barney:

“Posterity repeatedly wins out over Sunday book reviewers, and many of the books excoriated when they were first published by Grove Press have left their detractors far, far behind and have become modern classics. Every publisher in the country, and every writer, gained from Barney Rosset’s courage in battling censorship. When the prejudices about Grove Press fade, Barney Rosset will be given his due as one of the heroic figures in the arts in his time, and the ‘Grove Press Years’ will come to be recognized as high-water marks in American literature.”


1

PRIVILEGED BEGINNINGS

Barney was born in Chicago in 1922, the sole child of a workaholic, successful Russian-Jewish banker and his Irish-Catholic wife. His concern for social justice, his love of the subversive and lifelong need to confront the establishment with its hypocrisies were not passions he inherited from his parents. They harbored no such unsettling impulses. Barnet Lee Rosset Sr. embraced all the conservative values Barney hated. Senior and Junior had little in common besides their shared name. Barney felt trapped between resenting him and being dependent on him for strength and material support. He remembers his father tearing up a biography of Lenin that a teacher had given him at the progressive school to which his parents unaccountably sent him in seventh grade. Except for some shady business associates, like the notorious gangster Meyer Lansky, with whom he jointly owned the Hotel Nacional in Cuba, most of Senior’s best friends consisted of Catholic priests, accounting for the peculiar fact that he is buried in a Catholic cemetery. Barney’s beautiful mother, Mary Tansey, had no particular interests in priests, her husband’s career, or her son’s leftist politics. She preferred to drink and go to the horse races, frequently accompanied—in secret—by Barney, as Senior did not approve of Junior going to the track. “My mother was hooked on horses,” Barney once observed, “and my father on priests.” Although she always denied it, Barney insisted, to her face, that she was anti-Semitic.

While the freckled, stunning redhead represented a great catch for the Russian Jew, their marriage was abysmal. After Barnet Senior recovered from a bleeding ulcer in the 1930s, he joined Mary in turning into an alcoholic. Alfred Adler, a cousin of the famous psychoanalyst of the same name, who was one of Barney’s high school teachers and became a kind of mentor to him, reports seeing husband and wife sitting at opposite ends of the large dining room table, in their Lake Shore Drive apartment, a bottle of gin in front of each of them. When, as an adult, Barney had to speak to his father over the phone, he always hoped Senior wouldn’t come to the conversation drunk. The roots of Barney’s own prodigious drinking are not hard to trace.

But whether drunk or not, Barnet Senior had a vexed relationship with his son, for he was unable to accommodate himself to Barney’s contempt for the Rosset wealth. The pleasure Barney took in what Senior’s money could buy—a horse, a car, vacation trips, an elegant apartment—never extended to his affirming the unjust social system of which he was a conspicuous beneficiary. Barney would later, only half-jokingly, describe himself as a Communist-Capitalist. A 1943 report on Barney by FBI special agent Nunzio Giabalvo, in addition to pointing out that he was left-handed, notes that “subject’s father was very disturbed by subject’s radical thoughts and activities and sternly opposed them. Subject’s father is a wealthy banker in Chicago and is very much a capitalist. In fact, subject’s actions in this regard have nearly broken his father’s heart.”

The cosseted existence of material pleasures was not without its accompanying demons. Barney remembers a profoundly disturbing dream as a little boy in which “I had an out-of-body experience, seeing myself as an object rocketing into space, zooming through a black void until I was transformed into a ‘knob of blackness.’ I knew I was experiencing the terror of my own death.” For the rest of his life Barney, “hounded by that dream,” could not sleep in a totally darkened room. Seventeen years of psychoanalysis still didn’t permit him to turn the lights off.

Had Barnet Senior been more self-reflective, he would never have forgiven himself for sending Barney to the two progressive schools that nurtured his radical beliefs: the Gateway School and Francis W. Parker. With tiny classes of ten students or so and a relaxed, permissive ethos, Gateway was bad enough, but Parker, to which Barney went in the middle of the seventh grade when Gateway went bankrupt, was considerably worse. For Barney, there couldn’t have been a more life-enhancing choice, even though a left-wing disaster for his father. “I was mad for it. It was my whole life…. I couldn’t wait to get to school in the morning,” Barney emphasized in a 1968 interview. He loved his five and one-half years there, claiming that nothing critical about him had changed since his graduation in 1940. Founded in 1901 by Colonel Parker, whom John Dewey called “the father of progressive education,” it maintained that learning should be fun, an aid to the full and relaxed flourishing of the individual. Its motto—“everything to help and nothing to hinder”—perfectly suited Barney’s needs and temperament. Work was never onerous; grades were not assigned on the basis of objective achievement but were rather tied to an assessment of individual capacity.

If the teachers were not actual card-carrying communists, they were at the very least well to the left of anything that Barnet Senior ever imagined. They supported the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War, the American labor movement, and the need to keep America out of any European conflict. Every year the students organized a strike for peace, with appropriately impassioned lectures offered by the faculty. When “Gone with the Wind” opened in Chicago in 1939, Barney picketed to protest its demeaning stereotypes of the blacks.

The classes served up a more or less steady diet of liberal ideas. Sarah Greenebaum, a beloved English teacher, taught Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe to Barney’s eighth-grade class by handing out her own mimeographed version in which the natives of the island organize to expel Crusoe for being a greedy capitalist intent on extorting money from them. The Parker parents didn’t appreciate this recasting of Defoe’s novel into a socialist tract, but Greenebaum didn’t change the text to please them.

Provoked by Jim Mitchell, a slightly alcoholic English teacher, to do something about their revolutionary ideals besides discussing them, Barney and two of his classmates decided, one evening in their sophomore year in 1938, to take over the school. Climbing to the top of the building, they planted a red flag of revolution (resembling a pirate flag more than anything else), declaring Parker to be a new country. Not all the students shared Barney’s political fervor, however, and not all delighted in the takeover. One of Barney’s good friends, Stuyvessant Van Buren, whose name clearly suggests closer ties to the DAR than to Moscow, was particularly opposed. The next morning, he ascended to the building’s tower, still flying the red flag, with one of his family’s handguns. Barney blanched when he saw the revolver, assured him it was all a joke, and promptly proclaimed the end of the revolution. It being the Parker School, nothing happened to the perpetrators.

Parker’s laid-back, politically liberal atmosphere allowed Barney to do what he wanted to do, read the authors he wanted to read—John Steinbeck, James T. Farrell, Nelson Algren, Frank Norris—and stimulated him to continue to question American values. According to the indefatigable Nunzio Giabalvo, Parker caused Barney to entertain “thoughts that there should not be any rich men in the world.” Such thoughts undoubtedly led him and his good friend Haskell Wexler, who went on to become a distinguished filmmaker, to join the American Student Union, a left-wing organization intended primarily for college students. Only in the eighth grade at Parker when they became members, they traveled by bus to Vassar for an ASU conference, not in the least troubled that they were years younger than everybody else.

Parker’s influence on Barney’s adult crusade against all forms of oppression and censorship is evident in a tenth-grade English paper he wrote, lamenting the failure of Americans to live up to the courage of their immigrant ancestors by taking their freedoms for granted. Young Barney’s “True American” must “fight for freedom of the press and religious toleration…. They must vote for the best political candidates, regardless of party or anything else. Their ideas must always be progressive ones. They cannot be whining reactionaries. Today’s American carries many responsibilities. He lives in the freest country on earth and he should keep it that way.”

Barney rapidly became a star at Parker, in part because of his compulsion to challenge all limits. “Barney always wanted to see how much he could push himself,” Wexler pointed out. “How far he could run until he was exhausted; how long he could hold his breath; how much booze he could drink before he passed out.” Chosen co-captain of the football team (along with Wexler), Barney also distinguished himself as a track champion, holder of the Chicago private school record in the half-mile. He served as editor of the school paper, was elected senior class president, and remained always an outspoken critic of politics and mores he disliked. When Sarah Greenebaum encouraged students to put out mimeographed newsletters about their interests, he and Haskell coedited in eighth grade the “Sommunist” (a blending of socialism and communism), which contained a variety of left-wing sentiments and observations about the world, as well as some dirty jokes, that Greenebaum shortly terminated. The blatant political nature of the title generated some anxiety among school officials and parents; in response, the two editors decided to change it to the less provocative (but more revealing) “Anti-Everything,” making it a kind of puerile precursor to the mature Barney’s Grove Press. The experimental French novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet, whom Grove published, said in a 1983 interview, that Barney was “fascinated by everything that was against the established order, in whatever sense or direction it took…. He could get interested in anything … as long as it was anti-establishment.”

Some of the heroic anti-establishment figures of the thirties whom Barney found intriguing were the fabled gangsters of the time—Al Capone, Machine Gun Kelly, Baby Face Nelson, and Bugsy Siegel, to name a few. Of these, Barney liked the bank robber John Dillinger the most, arguing that his initiative and skill were precisely what this country needed to pull itself out of the depression. While still at the Gateway School he wrote a letter to the government, recommending that Dillinger be protected, not prosecuted. He also, when applying to Parker, named Mussolini as the most important person in the modern world. This judgment, a result of having read George Seldes’s Sawdust Caesar, a biography of the Italian dictator, later got distorted in official reports on Barney into the rather more incendiary assertion that Mussolini was the living man he most esteemed; it dogged Barney throughout the rest of his life. No subsequent investigation of his character, whether undertaken by the army, the FBI, or the CIA, failed to note his admiration for the fascist leader as proof of Barney’s questionable loyalty to American values. And no one seemed interested in the fact that even had he celebrated Mussolini in this way (which he clearly did not), he did so when he was twelve.

In addition to shaping Barney’s moral sensibilities and providing him an opportunity for athletic success, Parker introduced him to two women—girls at this point—who occupied his imagination for the rest of his life: Nancy Ashenhurst and Joan Mitchell. Joan, two years behind Barney at school, became his first wife (in 1949), but it was Nancy, a classmate, whom he initially adored. Barney thought her the most beautiful girl in the school. A seductive blonde, she was sought after by all the Parker boys but particularly by Haskell and Barney, who were always vying with each other for her affections, which she doled out with sufficient care to keep both interested. Although not athletic, a quality Barney liked in his women—Joan for example, excelled as a competitive figure skater—and lacking his political concerns, Nancy otherwise possessed all conceivable female virtues for Barney. She loved the theater, both as an actor and sophisticated director beyond her years, and was responsible for all the best undergraduate productions at Parker. Barney claimed his interest in theater—Grove would go on to corner the market on the twentieth-century’s outstanding playwrights—Samuel Beckett, Jean Genet, Eugène Ionesco, Harold Pinter, Tom Stoppard, David Mamet—developed out of his attachment to Nancy. Had she been absorbed in mathematics, he later quipped, he might well have become some form of mathematician.

Not everyone admired Nancy—Joan thought her “a pretentious jerk”—but Barney remained smitten. At fifteen, however, his bumbling inexperience made it difficult for him to know how to arrange the consummation of his desires for her. Here Parker’s commitment never to hinder, only to help, played a decisive role. Barney had confided his despair to his admiring teacher and friend, Alfred Adler, called by Wexler “the school’s unofficial meddler in psychological affairs,” who determined that intervention was necessary. He spoke to Nancy’s parents about his concern for Barney’s well-being, urging them to understand his plight and make Nancy accessible to him. Alarmed at the thought of adolescent unhappiness and buying into the full Parker ethos of helpfulness, the parents shortly went off for the weekend, leaving both door and bed open to Nancy and her imagination. She informed Barney that her parents were gone and the apartment available, at which point, without any further assistance from dedicated faculty, he managed to take care of business on his own.
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