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In 1982 I had two infant grandsons, Jacob Abrams and Samuel Munson, to whom I dedicated a book. Since then, eight more grandchildren have been granted to me, and it is to these wondrous and beloved creatures (listed in the order in which they came into the world) that I wish to dedicate this book: Sarah Abrams, Noam Blum, Zachary Munson, Joseph Abrams, Alon Blum, Leah Munson, and the twins Boaz and Avital Blum.
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INTRODUCTION
HOW OUR “FAMILY”

BROKE UP
I HAVE OFTEN SAID THAT IF I WISH TO NAME-DROP, I have only to list my ex-friends. The remark always gets a laugh, but, in addition to being funny, it has the advantage of being true.
Of course, the main subjects on whom I concentrate here represent only a small sample of the ex-friends I have made whose names are famous enough to be worth dropping. The reason I have decided to focus on these half-dozen in particular is that all of them were once, and for a considerable period of time, very close to me. This was true even of Allen Ginsberg, whose closeness consisted not in a genuine friendship but in the many years we went back and the recurrent visions and dreams he had about me. As it happens, these special ex-friends were all Jewish in one way or another, perhaps because the literary-intellectual milieu in which I lived was predominantly Jewish, or perhaps because some tribalistic instinct of which we were loftily unaware drew us together.
Nevertheless, I can claim with all due deference to current law and fashion that I am an equal-opportunity maker of famous ex-friends, as will become clear from the many eminently droppable non-Jewish names that crop up throughout the chapters that follow. I was closer to some of these people than to others, but to none was I as close as to the ones I focus on in this book, and my friendly relations with most of them lasted a much shorter time. A few of these latter make cameo appearances whenever their presence is required by the stories of the leading characters. Still others—some of them still well known and some (sic transit) with names once considered worth dropping but now almost entirely forgotten—are also mentioned in passing. But even adding all these to the main characters does not begin to exhaust the list of famous people whose friendship I have managed to lose or throw away in the past thirty years.
Thirty years. That means from the late 1960s, when I was approaching forty, to the present. Before the late 1960s, I was much better at making friends of strangers than at making enemies of friends. Strange as it may seem to those who have come to know me in my rather reclusive dotage, as a young man I was very outgoing and gregarious and curious about other people—what they were like, what they did, and how they did it. It will seem even stranger to my more recent acquaintances that in my younger years I was also full of fun, as Norman Mailer confirmed when he said that I was “merrier” in the “old days.” The same word was once used by Max Lerner, the historian and columnist (now among the almost forgotten), who after spending a few days in my company at a conference described me (to general agreement) as the “merry madcap” of the group.
Obviously, not everyone I met liked me; nor did I like all of them. Indeed, not all of the people who I thought liked me actually did. There were also always those I rubbed the wrong way (sometimes to the point of outright enmity) by being too brash or too arrogant or too ambitious or too precociously successful—or by not being inhibited or tactful enough to refrain from writing about my career, especially in Making It, which came out in the late 1960s. But all that being said, the fact remains that I was more popular than not in the circles I frequented and that I always had many close friends and many more friendly acquaintances.
An interesting measure of the personal standing I enjoyed is what happened when I began—as I would call the process in the title of a book published about ten years after Making It—“breaking ranks” with the dogmas and orthodoxies of the world in which I lived. What happened was that it did not occur to anyone to invoke the classical leftist explanation that I was “selling out” for money and/or power.[image: img] In my case, because I seemed to be destroying rather than advancing my career, the theory circulated that I had gone mad. One of my best friends at the time even tried to persuade my wife to have me committed to a mental institution before my clearly self-destructive actions had a chance to reach their consummation in literal self-destruction—that is, suicide. He did this not out of hostility or spite but out of love: it was his way of excusing and forgiving what would, if I were sane enough to be held responsible, have had to be deemed inexcusable and unforgivable.
[image: img]It was only much later, when I acquired the (mostly exaggerated) reputation of having great influence with the Reagan administration, that this explanation was brought into play. According to my critics, I had evidently possessed the ability to foresee the coming to power of the conservatives a decade later and, far from being self-destructive, had sold out preemptively for the rewards that would eventually come my way.

The problem was that not only had I not gone mad, but that I was saner than ever, having finally come to my senses after more than a decade of experimenting with radical ideas that were proving dangerous to me and destructive to America, not to mention the threat they posed to my own children, and everyone else’s as well. No sooner did it become clear that this was how I really felt, and that I fully intended to carry on with the war I had started against those ideas, than the exculpatory explanation for my apostasy was dropped, and in its place came shock and a deep sense of betrayal. Some of my friends simply cut me off, or perhaps it would be metaphorically more apt to say that they excommunicated me. Others made a brave but ultimately futile effort to remain in touch—futile because getting together led either to unpleasant arguments or to the equally unpleasant biting of tongues and the avoiding of precisely those subjects that we all most burned to talk about.
But this was by no means a one-way street; I did my own share of cutting off old friends and letting others drift away, because continuing to see them became so awkward and uncomfortable. Nor was this process confined to the private sphere. I attacked them in print, at first mostly in articles in Commentary, of which I was the editor, and then later in Breaking Ranks: A Political Memoir, and they attacked me back or else tried to pretend, by ignoring my work, that I did not exist.
Yet all this is much too general. As I hope to show, each ex-friendship was marked by its own wrinkles, particularities, and complexities, as well as its own special mix of feelings and personal involvements. I also hope that the stories I am about to tell will provide at least indirect answers to the two questions I have been asked over and over again by puzzled people to whom such experiences are completely foreign.
The first of these questions is why it is so hard for friends who disagree about large and apparently impersonal subjects like politics or literature to remain friends. To this my answer is that they can—but only provided the things they disagree about are not all that important to them. Such, I think, is the situation with most people. They go from day to day, trying to earn a living and to raise their kids as best they can in accordance with the morals, customs, and traditions they have inherited from their own parents or have absorbed almost unknowingly from the culture around them. The ideas that underlie their way of life are mostly taken for granted and remain unexamined—luckily for them, since the biggest lie ever propagated by a philosopher was Socrates’ self-aggrandizing assertion that the unexamined life is not worth living.
Another big lie is that the “apathy” toward politics that so many Americans feel, at least judging by their persistently low turnouts in elections, is a sign of dissatisfaction with our system. In reality, it is just the opposite. Rightly or wrongly, and more often the former than the latter, very large numbers of Americans are content with their lot and do not believe that it will make much difference to their lives if this Republican or that Democrat wins or loses this or that campaign. Why then should their friendships be helped or hurt by whether they are members of one or the other party, any more than they are helped or hurt by their rooting for rival football or baseball or basketball teams, whose fortunes, if truth be told, most Americans are more passionate about than they are about politics or perhaps anything else besides their own families?
More power, I say (and I say it, believe me, without a trace of condescension) to such people. But I only wish that their greatest wish, which is to be left alone by outside forces so that they can tend to their own affairs as they see fit, were as easy to grant as they seem to imagine. How hard this actually is I learned from Robert Warshow, a dear old friend who edited the first pieces I wrote for Commentary when I was starting out in the early 1950s and who did not live long enough to become an ex-friend, though it would break my heart to think that I might ever have split even with him. Writing about the wish to be left alone, as it was expressed by the characters in a movie he was reviewing, Warshow remarked, “One could almost weep at the innocence that makes them think this is a small thing to ask.”[image: img]
[image: img]Bob Warshow died of a heart attack in 1955 at the age of age of thirty-seven and is by now even more completely forgotten than some of the other intellectuals who appear in this book. Yet he was in my opinion the best film critic and one of the most elegant essayists this country has ever seen. Never very prolific, he was granted only enough time to produce a small body of work, most of which can now be found only in back issues of Commentary and Partisan Review and in a collection, long out of print, entitled The Immediate Experience, which was brought out in a paperback edition some years after his death.

The innocence at which Warshow nearly wept in the 1950s is still with us in the 1990s, but it is being lost by the day (or even by the hour). Forty and fifty years ago it was still possible for communities to quarantine themselves with local ordinances and social sanctions against outside influences they considered undesirable and did not even want to know about. But thanks to the “imperial judiciary,” the ubiquity of the mass media, and now the Internet, quarantines are no longer possible to declare, and anyone who tries soon discovers that they cannot be maintained. This came home to me with unusual force when it was discovered that a convicted pedophile serving time in a Minnesota prison had access on the inside to a state-of-the-art computer and was using it to collect and disseminate information to his fellow pedophiles on the outside about local potential victims, who ranged in age from two or three to twelve. Apart from the intrinsic horror of the story itself, the reason it made such a large impression on me was that the ring of pedophiles being supplied by this prisoner was operating only a stone’s throw away from St. Paul, where my mother-in-law was born and raised and where she lived until her death in 1972. “Such things don’t happen in our part of the country,” she used to assure me whenever anything involving any departure from conventional sexual morality would come to light in New York. And though she was undoubtedly wrong in making so categorical an assertion, she was not wrong in believing that a place like St. Paul, Minnesota, was, thanks to its local laws and mores, much more inhospitable to such “goings-on” (by which she mainly meant adultery, homosexuality, and pornography; pedophilia would almost have been beyond her imagination) than New York. No longer. In this respect, my mother-in-law’s part of the country is now incapable of protecting itself from the aggressions of my part of the country against the traditional moral standards which hers once upheld with all the force of law and social sanction and sometimes hypocrisy, acting as “the tribute vice pays to virtue.”[image: img]
[image: img]I wrote about all this at some length in an essay entitled “My Mother-in-Law, Lolita, the Marquis de Sade, and Larry Flynt,” which appeared in the April 1997 issue of Commentary.

This is why we now have “culture wars.” In contrast to most strictly political battles, these culture wars do arouse the passions of all those people who, in their wish to be left alone, are frustrated by forces and ideas that are repugnant to them and from which they cannot seal themselves off or—what is more infuriating—protect their children. I have done no formal survey research on the issue, but I would be willing to bet that even among people living the unexamined life, friendships have begun to be disrupted and even broken by disagreements over pornography and drugs as well.
In becoming thus aroused, these people are getting a small taste of what life is always like for an intellectual, by which I mean someone who, in the famous sociologist Nathan Glazer’s memorable definition, lives for, by, and off ideas. Such a person takes ideas as seriously as an orthodox religious person takes, or anyway used to take, doctrine or dogma. Though we cluck our enlightened modern tongues at such fanaticism, there is a reason why people have been excommunicated, and sometimes even put to death, by their fellow congregants for heretically disagreeing with the official understanding of a particular text or even of a single word. After all, to the true believer everything important—life in this world as well as life in the next—depends on obedience to these doctrines and dogmas, which in turn depends on an accurate interpretation of their meaning and which therefore makes the spread of heresy a threat of limitless proportions.
We intellectuals are like that: not for nothing have we been called the “clerisy” of a secular age, and not for nothing are we unable to live amicably together when disagreements arise over the ideas that are so vitally important to us. This fear and hatred of the heretic, together with the correlative passion to shut him up one way or the other, is (to say the least, and in doing so I am bending over backward) as much a character trait of so-called liberal intellectuals as it is of conservatives. It was once thought that the concept of absolutistic relativism was an oxymoron or a contradiction in terms, but, thanks to the spread of “political correctness,” the world has now, or should have, learned better. For we have seen that “liberal” intellectuals who tell us that tolerance and pluralism are the highest values, who profess to believe that no culture is superior to any other, and who are on that account great supporters of “multiculturalism” will treat these very notions as sacred orthodoxies, will enforce agreement with them in every venue in which they have the power to do so (the universities being the prime example of the moment), and will severely punish any deviation that dares to make itself known.
Furthermore, when intellectuals of the Left have been able to assume actual political power, as in most of the formerly Communist countries, where the leadership more often than not consisted of highly educated types, they have not hesitated to excommunicate and execute their own species of heretics. I would fear the same result in the thankfully unlikely event that my fellow intellectuals ever took over in this country. Which is why, like William F. Buckley, Jr., I would rather be ruled by the first two thousand names in the Boston phone book than by the combined faculties of Harvard and MIT. St. Augustine said that the virtue of children lies not in their wills but in the weakness of their limbs, and I would apply the same adage to intellectuals, the weakness of whose political power is more conducive to their democratic virtue than the content of their wills.
What happened in the 1960s was, to put it simply but not inaccurately, a mass conversion to leftist radicalism by the formerly liberal intellectual establishment and a commensurate seizure of enormous power by radical ideas and attitudes over the institutions controlled by intellectuals. These institutions, as everyone now knows, include the universities, the major media of information and entertainment (New York and Hollywood, the big newspapers and magazines, the movies and television), and increasingly even the mainstream churches. But if I am to explain how and why this development ultimately brought me such a wealth of ex-friends, I will have to stop for a minute or two and try to clear up the enormous amount of confusion about the word liberal that had its origins in this very same development.

Naturally, the radicals of the New Left hated the Right, but the Right was to them so self-evidently evil that there was no point wasting energy in fighting it. The real villain was “the liberal establishment,” on whom the New Left heaped all the blame for everything that in its eyes was wrong with America: for starting and refusing to “end the cold war” and the “arms race” (and, a little later, the war in Vietnam); for perpetuating a social and economic system that fostered racism and poverty; for maintaining a middle-class culture based on repression (just as their socioeconomic system was founded on oppression); and for creating colleges and universities whose main purpose was to turn out slavish participants in that system and cannon fodder for its imperialistic aggressions in the Third World. To all these charges, the liberals, and especially those teaching in or administering the universities, in effect pleaded guilty with an explanation and threw themselves on the mercy of their young judges.
The terminological confusion arose when the victors in this aggression by the radicals against the liberals decided not only to occupy the territories once ruled over by the defeated enemy but to assume its previously despised name as well. The reason for this curious and entirely unexpected maneuver had everything to do with the exigencies of electoral politics. For in 1968 the radicals, in their own version of the Maoist “long march” through the institutions, tried to do to the Democratic party what they were already doing so successfully to the universities. In pursuit of this purpose they mobilized behind Senator Eugene McCarthy, who was challenging both Vice President Hubert Humphrey and Senator Robert F. Kennedy for the Democratic nomination for president. Not only did the radicals get “clean for Gene” (i.e., shave their beards and dress in more conventional clothes), but, realizing that radicalism had limited appeal among the voters, they also started (in a perhaps unconscious echo of the tag “liberals in a hurry” that had once been applied to the Communists) calling themselves liberals.
Four years later, with Senator George McGovern as their leader, these “liberals” actually did succeed in taking over the Democratic party. In the process, the term liberal itself underwent a—shall we say?—radical change of meaning and now signified on almost every issue a position almost the opposite of the one associated with liberalism a decade earlier. So deep and thoroughgoing was the transformation that by 1976, when Senator Edward M. Kennedy tried running for president, his policies both on the cold war and on the economy deviated by 180 degrees from those that had been pushed by his older brother John F. Kennedy fifteen years earlier. Indeed, JFK’s own ideas were now much more closely approximated by those of a conservative like Ronald Reagan, who shared his Democratic predecessor’s belief that a defense buildup was the best way to defend the liberties of the free world against the threat of Soviet totalitarianism and that a tax cut was the best way to ensure a prosperous economy at home.
As the stories that follow make clear, I, having been a liberal of the old style myself, participated in the conversion to radicalism, and it was when I lost faith in the teachings and practices of the radical (or, to use the confusing new designation, “liberal”) “church” that I also lost all the friends I had made as a devoted communicant. They now looked upon me a dangerous heretic, which I certainly was from their point of view, and I considered them a threat to the well-being of everything I now held dear, which they certainly were—and still are.
No wonder, then, that there is hardly a one of my old friends left among the living with whom I am today so much as on speaking terms, except to exchange the most minor civilities if we happen unavoidably to meet (and often not even then).
Admittedly, not everyone would agree with this account of why and how intellectuals invariably become ex-friends when they fall out over ideas. For example, according to yet another famous sociologist, Daniel Bell, who is also another of my ex-friends (though we were never that close, and there were always difficulties between us even in the best of times), it is not “the ideas held by individuals but the way they are held,” or the “temperament” of the holder, that matters most. Thus, he goes on, “I have retained my regard for Irving Kristol, for his wit and charm, though we have differed strongly in our political views.”
Now, there can be no doubt that Irving Kristol (who, I am very happy to report, is not one of my ex-friends) possesses great wit and charm, as well as a temperament that is equable, cheerful, and almost relentlessly easygoing. Yet none of this prevented him from becoming a bête noir to the new liberals when he, a radical leftist of the Trotskyist persuasion during his student days in 1930s, emerged in the 1960s as the leader—or “the Godfather,” as he was sometimes mockingly described—of the former leftists, myself in due course included, who became known collectively as the “neoconservatives.” In fact, even as early as 1952, during the long phase of his political life in which Irving himself was a member in good standing of the old-style liberal community, most of his fellow liberals fell on him like ten tons of bricks when (in an article for Commentary, on whose editorial staff he then served)[image: img] he deviated from the orthodox liberal analysis of why Senator Joseph McCarthy’s crusade against Communist subversion was proving so effective. As Irving saw it, the liberal community bore some of the responsibility for McCarthy’s rise in that its failure to dissociate itself unambiguously from the Communists, and to mount a much firmer opposition to them, was what had given the notorious senator from Wisconsin the running room he needed for his demagogic exploitation of the issue. For saying such a thing, Irving was never forgiven. At the time, he was vilified as a defender of McCarthy, and this slander is still being repeated to this very day. So much for the saving graces of wit, charm, and temperament.
[image: img]Shortly thereafter, he went on to London to help found and co-edit (with the British poet and critic Stephen Spender) the monthly Encounter. Some years later, returning to New York, he became the editor of the biweekly Reporter, and still later, after its demise, he founded and co-edited (at first with Daniel Bell) a new quarterly, The Public Interest, devoted entirely to domestic affairs. Eventually he moved to Washington, taking The Public Interest with him. In Washington he also founded yet another quarterly, this one devoted entirely to foreign affairs and called The National Interest, of which he became the publisher (with Owen Harries as editor) while remaining (now with Nathan Glazer) co-editor of The Public Interest. All this activity could be ascribed to the statement he himself once made that whenever he thought something needed to be done, all he could think of doing was to start a magazine.

Which brings me to the second question I am frequently asked and on which I hope to shed some light. If what in Making It I called the Family[image: img] did not fall apart when the neoconservatives broke ranks with it, what caused it to disappear and has anything come along to take its place? I will deal with the latter part of this question in the afterword, but to the former my answer begins with a consideration of the difference between ordinary friendships and those based on ideas.
[image: img]For the record, it was the columnist Murray Kempton who coined this term, but it was only when I used it (with due acknowledgment) in Making It that it came into currency. The same thing happened to “dirty little secret,” which was also plucked from obscurity by Making It. I borrowed the phrase, also with due acknowledgment, from D. H. Lawrence (he had used it not in one of his novels but in an essay about sex in the Victorian age, and I then applied it to the ambition for worldly success in contemporary culture). It soon became, and remained, a tiresome cliché whose origins were undoubtedly unknown by those who kept applying it with less and less precision or relevance to more and more inapposite things.

In the normal course of events, people form friendships either through physical contiguity (growing up in the same surroundings or becoming neighbors as adults) or through shared enterprises (working together at a job or on some project or in the same profession) or through common cultural or recreational interests. Conversely, such friendships, even when they have become very strong, can be and often are dissolved by nothing more profound than a change in circumstances: childhood buddies drift further and further apart as they wind up pursuing different paths in life; a neighbor who has become an intimate moves to another city vowing to keep in touch, but as time goes by, the contact becomes less and less frequent; a co-worker changes jobs and after a while is no longer heard from; great pals starting out in the same profession become rivals, and envy and bitterness gradually replace affection and loyalty; the election campaign ends, and the warm camaraderie it fostered among the participants fades away for lack of continued nourishment from the source that originally fed it.
The ties between people that are forged of ideas may be reinforced by any or all these factors, but they differ in one crucial respect: they do not necessarily rest on personal affection. On the contrary, they can endure and even remain strong in the teeth of mutual dislike and even detestation. It was by virtue of sharing a common culture, and not because they were fond of one another, that the writers and intellectuals whose work once appeared mainly in Partisan Review and Commentary became a Family. They had all read and tended to value books which had relatively few other readers in the culture at large, and they not only were conversant with the great works of literature, music, painting, and philosophy of the past but also were at home with and sympathetic to the avant-garde currents in the arts and in the intellectual sphere that the general public found too difficult or esoteric or irrelevant or even repulsive.
In politics, too, the “New York intellectuals” stood at a peculiar angle.[image: img] In contrast to most other Americans, they were neither Democrats nor Republicans nor even independents. But this is putting it much too blandly. The attitude of most of his fellow members of the Family was summed up by Dwight Macdonald’s derisive dismissal of the two major political parties, in a piece he wrote at my urging for Commentary in the early 1960s, as “Tweedledumb and Tweedledumber.”
[image: img]New York intellectuals was the term that one of us, the critic Irving Howe, preferred to Family, though we were not all from New York and not all of us even lived there. Even so, Howe insisted on “The New York Intellectuals” as the title of the article I persuaded him to write for Commentary in the early 1970s. This was during the few years when he and I (previously somewhat strained in our relations) became allies and friends through our common opposition to the New Left and the counterculture. But since his opposition amounted to a factional dispute with what he considered a deviation from the true leftist course, the minute he sensed that my own disaffection, which had originally resembled his, was beginning to spread to the Left in general, he too became an ex-friend. Even worse were his relations with Irving Kristol, who had been one of his Trotskyist comrades when they were both students at the City College of New York (CCNY) in the late 1930s. Long after Howe himself had ceased being a Trotskyist and become a social democrat or a democratic socialist (a creed that in his case had grown all but indistinguishable from McGovernite liberalism), he continued to think of Kristol (who had wound up opposing not just Communism but socialism and even liberalism!) as an apostate. And in Arguing the World—the documentary film that was made about the two of them and two of their CCNY contemporaries, Daniel Bell and Nathan Glazer, and that came out after Howe’s death—Howe could not resist taking a swipe at Kristol’s 1952 article in Commentary as “a back-handed apology for McCarthy.”

Interestingly, Macdonald was throwing bricks from inside a glass house. In the 1930s, when he too was a Trotskyist (though from Yale rather than CCNY), his own leader, the great Leon Trotsky himself, had once issued the following pronouncement from the exile into which he had been driven after being beaten out by Joseph Stalin in the fight for succession following Lenin’s death: “Everyone has a right to be stupid but Comrade Macdonald abuses the privilege.” It was typical of Macdonald’s good humor and sometimes clownish antics that he reveled in this insult. So much so, indeed, that he printed it on the front page of every issue of Politics, the magazine he founded and edited after quitting the editorial board of Partisan Review in the late 1930s when his colleagues Philip Rahv and William Phillips came out in support of American intervention in World War II. Still hewing at this point to the Trotskyist line, Macdonald regarded that war as a clash between two equally retrograde imperialistic systems that would end in mutual destruction. This would then set the stage for a true Communist revolution, led by Trotsky, that would redeem what Stalin, his old rival (and future murderer), had betrayed.
In 1945, before he had become world famous as the author of Nineteen Eighty-Four, George Orwell, himself the veteran of a mild flirtation with Trotskyism, would say of several similarly egregious misjudgments concerning the progress of World War II: “One has to belong to the intelligentsia to believe things like that; no ordinary man could be such a fool.” But by the time Macdonald founded Politics, he had deserted Trotskyism and had moved on cheerfully and with characteristic insouciance to pacificism and anarchism. Still later, in the 1950s, he would become a fierce anti-Communist cold warrior and, later still, an even fiercer opponent of the Vietnam War and a great enthusiast of the student radicals of the 1960s.
As is obvious from all this history, everyone within the Family of New York intellectuals was on the Left, the spectrum ranging from revolutionary Marxism of one stripe or another, through democratic socialism and communitarian anarchism, and all the way to a rather heterodox brand of liberalism. But what is often overlooked is that many of the poets and novelists who were literary heroes and mentors to these leftists were either men of the Right, like T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, and D. H. Lawrence, or at least anti-Left (W. B. Yeats and William Faulkner, for example).
It was this admiration for what would decades later be called “politically incorrect” writers that led Partisan Review, which had been founded in the early 1930s as the organ of a Communist “front” (the John Reed Clubs), to break with the party. The two main editors, Phillips and Rahv, rebelled against the efforts of the party’s cultural commissars to prevent the magazine from publishing or praising writers whose political views were “reactionary” or whose formalistic experiments and often obscure work violated the officially approved canons of “socialist realism.”[image: img]
[image: img]Once in the 1930s, the literary theorist Kenneth Burke, whose writings were very arcane and obscure, was marching through Union Square in downtown New York in a May Day parade sponsored by the Communist party. A fierce little man, Burke was calling attention to himself by energetically waving a placard, both sides of which bore the inscription WE WRITE FOR THE WORKERS. Another critic, Harold Rosenberg, towering in his great height over the dense crowd lining the parade route, spotted Burke and his placard. “Kenneth,” the anti-Stalinist Rosenberg yelled with all the sarcasm he could get into his voice, “you write for the workers?” To which Burke yelled back, “It’s an ambiguity on the preposition for!”

After breaking with the Communist party, Partisan Review went on to form a loose association with Trotsky, which lasted until the outbreak of World War II. Though anti-Stalinist, in other words, the magazine remained within the revolutionary Communist fold while at the same time identifying itself with the modernist movement in the arts. Here the connection with Trotsky helped. For of all the major Communist leaders, Trotsky was the most congenial to young radical intellectuals with a passion for the arts. Himself a highly distinguished intellectual and a very good writer, he had once said that in his eyes “authors, journalists, and artists always stood for a world that was more attractive than any other, a world open only to the elect.” Even more to the point, in his youth this extraordinary future leader of a Marxist revolution had once called down “a curse on all Marxists, and upon those who want to bring dryness and hardness into all the relations of life.”
Lenin too—whose true heir Trotsky never ceased claiming to be, from the time he went into exile until the time Stalin finally sent an agent to Mexico to dispose of him once and for all by burying an ice pick in his head—understood that there was a conflict between the love of art and the “hardness” required of a Communist revolutionary. As he confessed to the writer Maxim Gorky after the two of them had sat enraptured through a performance of a Beethoven sonata, he could not “listen to music too often. It affects your nerves, makes you want to . . . stroke the heads of people. . . . And now you mustn’t stroke anyone’s head. . . . You have to hit them on the head, without any mercy.”
In any event, among the closest literary friends and allies of the Family were Southern critics and poets like Allen Tate and John Crowe Ransom, who were politically very conservative indeed. What brought these apparently opposing groups together was the same thing that kept the Family of New York intellectuals together despite its own internal or sectarian differences: a similar set of standards in the arts. But they also shared a common disdain—stemming in the Family from Marxism and in the Southerners from an idealized and romanticized conception of the agrarian society of the pre–Civil War South that differed from the picture of that world in Gone with the Wind only in being more abstract and intellectually sophisticated—for the middle-class or “bourgeois” civilization in which they all lived. It was a civilization they saw as entirely philistine, materialistic, and puritanical. Dominated by businessmen and their values, it had no use, they felt, for people like themselves, people who cared about ideas and art more than they cared about anything else and who had “never met a payroll.” Necessarily estranged or “alienated” from such a civilization, they huddled and remained together even in the teeth of personal animosities and serious political disagreements.
To be sure, there were limits: Communism (or Stalinism, as it was usually known in that world) on the Left and Fascism on the Right. Throughout this book, I explore the nature and the contours of the limits on the Left. Since, however, I will have much less to say about the limits on the Right, I think it may be worth pausing here to cite an interesting and somewhat bizarre incident as a case in point.
This occurred when the 1948 Bollingen Prize for Poetry was awarded to The Pisan Cantos by Ezra Pound, who was then living in St. Elizabeth’s, a mental hospital in Washington to which he had been sentenced for making radio broadcasts on behalf of Mussolini during World War II.[image: img] Without questioning Pound’s eminence as a poet, the philosopher William Barrett, one of the editors of Partisan Review, wrote a piece in protest against honoring the man—a man who had sided with Mussolini and Hitler in a war against his own country and whose work, including The Pisan Cantos itself, was shot through with fascist ideas and anti-Semitic sentiments of an especially crude variety. (Barrett quoted a few choice examples from The Pisan Cantos, such as this little gem, in which the Holocaust becomes a crime perpetrated for profit by the Jews on the gentiles: “the yidd is a stimulant, and the goyim are cattle/ . . . and go to saleable slaughter/with the maximum docility.”)
[image: img]”One does not arrest Voltaire,” quipped General Charles de Gaulle when, as president of France, he was asked why he did not take action against Jean-Paul Sartre for having broken the law in some leftist demonstration or other. Well, I know Voltaire, and though Sartre was then certainly France’s most famous and influential intellectual, time will tell—is already telling—that he was no Voltaire. Neither was Ezra Pound comparable in stature to, say, Walt Whitman, despite the excellence and originality of some of his own verse. Yet it was out of the same principle enunciated by de Gaulle that Pound, though indicted for treason, was never prosecuted (he was spared on the ground that he was not mentally fit to stand trial). It was suspected then, and has been confirmed by research since, that the psychiatrists who saved Pound from such a fate by certifying him as “of unsound mind” did not believe him to be insane. Unlike de Gaulle, however, they lacked the power to act by fiat merely on the basis of a witty cultural reference and therefore had to rely on a dishonest clinical diagnosis.

Allen Tate, a member of the committee that had chosen Pound for the award, took offense at what he considered a slur by Barrett on his honor and announced in the pages of Partisan Review itself that he would henceforth settle such insults in traditional Southern fashion—by actually challenging the perpetrator to a duel. Evidently, he also wanted to issue the same challenge to the poet Karl Shapiro, who had served with him on the Bollingen committee but had voted against giving the prize to Pound. He even went so far as to ask the critic George Steiner, then one of his students, to find out for him “whether or not a Jew was, in the context of his faith and morals, at liberty to accept a challenge to a duel.” Presumably, no such question arose in connection with Barrett, who was raised by his immigrant Irish family as a Catholic.
Having just reread Barrett’s editorial in the April 1949 issue of Partisan Review, together with the debate it triggered the following month, I cannot resist transposing Robert Warshow’s phrase to this context and saying that “one could almost weep” at the contrast between the culture it embodied and that of the 1990s. The Pound affair showed the New York intellectuals and their relatives in other places at both ends of the Atlantic at their intellectual and literary best. Except for Tate’s almost comically intemperate outburst, every one of the pieces on both sides of the issue was written out of loyalty to the autonomy of art while its author wrestled honestly with the almost insuperable moral and intellectual difficulties this ideal presented. The case of Pound exposed these difficulties with unusual salience, and the participants in the debate (including immediate Family members like Barrett himself, Irving Howe, and the art critic Clement Greenberg, along with “kissing cousins” from England like W. H. Auden and George Orwell) rose to the occasion with arguments of a complexity and prose of a delicacy that puts the literary world of the 1990s—the deconstructionists, the feminists, the Africanists, and the assorted multiculturalists—to even greater shame than its work does all on its own.
Incidentally, I had a curious experience with Pound myself when in 1969, shortly before becoming persona non grata, I was awarded an honorary degree by Hamilton College in upstate New York. Pound had spent a few years there as a student, and, having long since been released from St. Elizabeth’s, he turned up as one of my fellow honorees. Possibly as a penance for his sins during the war, he had taken a vow of silence (that is, he would write but not speak), which at least spared me the social embarrassment of refusing to talk to this notorious fascist and anti-Semite. But I still had to decide what to do when, during the academic procession, I preceded him to the stage, where everyone else stood up and applauded as he came darting down the aisle. My decision was to stay put in my seat and refrain from joining in the applause.
No more than Will Barrett did I question the aesthetic distinction of Pound’s poetry (or, to be more precise, his early poetry). Still less did I doubt that he had performed a very great service as a guide and mentor to other poets, who then turned out to be much greater than he ever was. Like everyone else familiar with twentieth-century literature, I knew that he had, for instance, edited T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land,” which Eliot then dedicated to him with a phrase from Dante: il miglior fabbro (“the better craftsman”). An even greater debt, in my opinion, was owed him for the role he played in relentlessly encouraging W. B. Yeats to move beyond his early pre-Raphaelite and “Celtic twilight” beginnings and to start using a tougher, more colloquial, and (as one critic has called it) more “athletic” idiom. By taking this advice, Yeats, who had up till then been not much more than a good lyric poet, went on to produce some of the greatest poems ever written. Nor, finally, could I help feeling a secret thrill at the sight of this almost mythical figure from what seemed the distant past: it was as though history itself were suddenly being made flesh. Yet, like Barrett, I could not bring myself to honor the man. Pound, with only three years left to live but still possessed of sharp and burning eyes even in his dotage, turned them fiercely on me as a sign that he had noticed my thin little gesture of protest, but I had the impression (probably mistaken) that his inquisitorial stare was not altogether disapproving.
Still, it was rare for things to go so far as they did between Barrett and Tate in the Pound affair, and even when splits occurred—even when the parties involved ceased to be on speaking terms—they remained stuck with one another. For who else cared so much, or even at all, about the issues they were debating? Who else could properly understand the things they were writing and saying and the ways in which they were writing and saying them? By the same token, it was precisely when others began appearing on the scene who both understood and appreciated them that the Family’s world started falling apart. In fact, this new cultural development was steadily eroding the foundations of the Family’s communal interdependence by the time the political wars of the 1960s erupted. Those wars accelerated the process of cultural disintegration already going on within the Family and finally led to its complete dissolution.
Probably the main factor here was the enormous expansion of the colleges and universities in the aftermath of World War II. Thanks to the GI Bill, millions upon millions of Americans who would never have gone to college before were now exposed to a higher education, which in those far-off days still actually meant higher. This in turn led to an expansion of the audience for serious books and magazines and high culture in general. It was still a small audience as compared with the one that consumed the products of mass and middlebrow culture, but it was a lot larger than it had been before. It was now large enough, for instance, to make inexpensive paperback reprints of classic works a commercially viable proposition and to put a difficult and previously obscure highbrow novelist like Saul Bellow on the bestseller list (I vividly remember the shock of amazement, not untouched by envy, that ripped through the Family when his The Adventures of Augie March appeared on that list in 1953).
The upshot was that there were now other people to talk to and write for and other places to go. One of these was The New Yorker, where, beginning in the 1950s, veterans of Partisan Review and Commentary like Dwight Macdonald, Mary McCarthy, Harold Rosenberg, and even Hannah Arendt, the most abstruse of them all, began appearing fairly often. What made this migration all the more remarkable was that the Family had always regarded The New Yorker as the quintessential middlebrow publication, even though highbrow critics like Edmund Wilson, Alfred Kazin, and (once in a great while) Lionel Trilling had reviewed for it. (Fiction was another matter: no comparably highbrow story writers appeared in The New Yorker until later.)
That the old hostile attitude toward The New Yorker persisted among intransigent highbrow purists became clear to me from the disapproval of most of my literary friends when I myself began reviewing for The New Yorker in the mid-1950s. Nor were they altogether mistaken about the lingering middlebrowism of the magazine, at least among the old guard. My own editor there, a man with the central-casting name of Rogers Whittaker, once asked me whether there was a special typewriter in the offices of Partisan Review with a key containing the word alienation. On that occasion I retaliated by asking him whether it was true that John O’Hara had thrown a knife at him because he had tried to rewrite a sentence in one of O’Hara’s stories. “Yes,” Whittaker replied in his inimitably dry tone—the driest it has ever fallen to me to hear—“but it was only a butter knife.”
Of course, the question of whether the likes of Harold Rosenberg were as fully understood by their new audience as by their old remained open. Harold himself told me that shortly after becoming The New Yorker’s regular art critic, he was summoned into the office of its then editor, William Shawn, for a frank discussion. Shawn confessed that half the time he simply did not know what Rosenberg was talking about. “What difference does that make?” replied Rosenberg pleasantly. “The only thing that matters is whether I know what I’m talking about—and I do.”
The only other writer I have ever run into who could have matched, or perhaps even topped, this display of placid arrogance was Paul Goodman. At lunch one day a young admirer of his, to whom I was introducing him, timidly ventured a gentle demurrer about something Paul had written. I forget whether it was a novel or a poem or an essay, since he worked regularly in all these forms (though it was as a social critic, and especially as the author of Growing Up Absurd, published in the early 1960s with more than a little help from me, that he would make his deepest mark). Without missing a beat and smiling benignly, Paul puffed on his pipe and said, “Well, some day you’ll learn to read better.”

For all the faults of the kind of intellectual community whose adventures are recounted in the pages ahead, its disappearance and the absence of anything resembling it today is a great loss to our culture. It is also, as I will later explain, a loss to me personally.
But for now what I want to stress is that I have found great consolation in a few old friends in whose company I broke ranks with the radical Left in the late 1960s (others of this group, alas, went on to break ranks with me because, like Nathan Glazer, they decided that I was moving too far to the Right).[image: img] There has also been the joy of reconnecting with other old friends from whom I had for a few years become estranged in moving to the Left—notably Irving Kristol and his wife, the historian Gertrude Himmelfarb; the writer-turned-diplomat-turned-writer H. J. Kaplan; the indefatigably anti-Communist journalist Arnold Beichman; and the at least equally relentless philosopher Sidney Hook. And I have not yet mentioned the many new friends, inveterate denizens of the conservative world, who have been added to the rediscovered old. Here, in what is for me a rare submission to the principles of affirmative action, which dictate that I should strive to achieve greater name-dropping “diversity,” I will single out Henry Kissinger and William F. Buckley, Jr.
[image: img]It should be noted that those of us in America who broke ranks with the Left in the late 1960s had our counterparts in Europe. The two most famous were probably those two incredibly prolific polymaths, Paul Johnson in England and Jean-François Revel in France. Both also became and—since they never concluded that I was going too far in my recoil from the Left, perhaps because they themselves were in some respects going even farther—remained good friends of mine. Johnson and Revel were responding to the same general situation that we in America were, but the driving forces in both their cases also had local variations and names. Johnson, the former editor of the left-socialist weekly the New Statesman, was given a great push by his alarm over the metastasizing power of the trade unions. Where Revel, also a former socialist, was concerned, the decisive factor seems to have been a growing disgust with the readiness of his fellow intellectuals on the French Left—most prominently Jean-Paul Sartre and his disciples—to apologize for the Soviet Union’s crimes and to portray the United States as the greater threat. Not only did Revel and Johnson not see the United States as a threat, but they both became great admirers of it.

In spite of our failure to form ourselves into a cohesive family, we have managed to join forces as a dissenting minority of “heretical” intellectuals who are trying to break the virtual monopoly that the worst ideas of my ex-friends hold (even from beyond the grave) over the cultural institutions of this country. We have not succeeded, not by a long shot, but we have made much progress.
In the meantime, I never stop counting the blessings with which I have been showered—as a husband, a father, a grandfather, an editor, a writer, and indeed as a friend—since I shouldered the burden of challenging the regnant leftist culture that pollutes the spiritual and cultural air we all breathe, and to do so with all my heart and all my soul and all my might.


CHAPTER ONE
AT WAR WITH

ALLEN GINSBERG
“ALLEN GINSBERG, MASTER POET OF BEAT GENERATION, Dies at 70,” proclaimed the headline on the front page of The New York Times for April 6, 1997. Reading it, I was moved more deeply than I would have expected—not to grief (though an unmistakable touch of sadness did briefly make a surprise appearance) but, rather, to an overwhelming feeling of wistfulness. It came over me that I had known this man for a full fifty years—fifty years!—and that for at least forty of them I had been at war with him and he with me. It came over me too that even now, with Ginsberg himself carried off the field, his work and its influence would still be there and the war would still go on.
Perhaps the best place to begin in telling the story of that war is a Saturday night in the fall of 1958, when I was twenty-eight and had just left my job as an associate editor of Commentary to work on a book while also trying my luck as a freelance writer and editor. At about 7:30 P.M., after hanging around the house all day in the sloppy old clothes I usually wore on weekends, I shaved, put on a clean white shirt with a button-down collar, a rep tie, and a three-piece charcoal-grey flannel suit from Brooks Brothers, and headed down by subway from the Upper West Side of Manhattan to an apartment in Greenwich Village, where Ginsberg and his friend and literary sidekick Jack Kerouac were waiting for me to arrive.

I had never met Kerouac before, but Ginsberg I had first encountered when we were both undergraduates at Columbia in 1946. As a freshman, age sixteen, I had submitted a long poem about the prophet Jeremiah to the college literary magazine of which he, nearly twenty and in his junior (or senior?) year, was the editor, and to my great delight he had accepted it for publication.
Many years later, I happened upon the issue in which that poem appeared, and its callowness set my teeth on edge. It also got me wondering how so crude an imitation of Walt Whitman could have met with the approval of Ginsberg, who in those days (like almost every other aspiring young poet in the English-speaking world) was still trying, and quite successfully, to sound like T. S. Eliot. But from a recent glance through the first section of his Selected Poems: 1947–1995, I have discovered that he was already making moves toward his famous rejection of Eliot in favor of my then-beloved Whitman. Might he have thought that in trying to sound like Whitman instead of Eliot, I was ahead of him and on to something new?
If so, he could not have been more mistaken. When he later abandoned Eliot for Whitman, he was defiantly repudiating what was then the academically correct model and aggressively embracing an unfashionable and largely frowned-won tradition. (I say “largely” because even at the height of Eliot’s influence, Whitman had his defenders, among them one of Ginsberg’s Columbia mentors, Mark Van Doren, himself a famous poet. I vividly recall Van Doren raising his eyes to heaven and waxing rhapsodic over “Whitman’s great poems about death.”) I, on the other hand, was only just becoming acquainted with Eliot, and I did not yet know enough to know how retrograde my adolescent Whitmanesque frenzies actually were.
It was not long, however, before I found out, and as I did, I also began to suspect—with a little help from teachers and friends—that I was better at writing about poetry, and about literature in general, than I was at writing poems. And so, having as a freshman launched my literary career at Columbia with the publication of a poem which in later years made me cringe, I ended it with the publication as a senior year of a precociously poised and accomplished critical essay which, when I came upon it in later years, made me smile.
From Columbia I went on to three years of graduate study at Cambridge University in England. While there, I began publishing reviews and essays in academic journals and intellectual magazines on both sides of the Atlantic: Scrutiny and Essays in Criticism in England, Commentary and Partisan Review in America. After leaving Cambridge for a two-year hitch in the army, I took a job as a junior editor at Commentary, and I resumed writing about contemporary literature for a number of more popular magazines as well, including The New Yorker, The Reporter, and The New Republic.
By this time Ginsberg and I had long parted company, and in more ways than one. At Columbia my friends tended to be straight, in both senses of that term, whereas Ginsberg, a middle-class Jewish boy from New Jersey in the process of discovering himself as a homosexual, fell in with an assortment of hustlers, junkies, and other shady or disreputable characters who were always getting themselves and him into trouble.
Prominent among the latter was Kerouac, a Columbia dropout who had already run afoul of the law through a friend of his named Lucien Carr, whom he had originally met through Ginsberg. Carr had stabbed a homosexual suitor to death in the course of repelling an advance, dumped the body into the Hudson River, and then sought out Kerouac to help him dispose of the evidence. Thanks to the botch they made of the job, Carr wound up in prison, though Kerouac, who had been arrested as a material witness, got off scot-free. Shortly thereafter, Ginsberg and Kerouac were caught in bed together in Ginsberg’s room in one of the college dormitories. Ginsberg protested (truthfully, it seems) that they “hadn’t done anything,” but his pleas of innocence fell on deaf ears and he was hit with a year’s suspension.
This was Ginsberg’s version of the episode. The official reason for the suspension, however, was not a sexual dalliance with Kerouac but a prank Ginsberg had played on a cleaning woman who, he claimed, had refused to wash the windows of his dormitory room. To retaliate against her, writes one of his biographers, Michael Schumacher (confirming the story as I heard it around the Columbia campus), Ginsberg “had traced the words Butler has no balls into the grime, Butler being Nicholas Murray Butler, president of the university.” Furthermore, suspecting her of anti-Semitism, he had, with characteristic perversity, “also printed the legend ‘Fuck the Jews’ into the dirt, and capped off the display with drawings of a skull and crossbones and male genitalia.” In those unenlightened distant days, this was, as the dean of the college put it in a letter to Ginsberg’s father, an “enormity” and by itself alone grounds enough for disciplinary action.
His exile over, Ginsberg was readmitted to Columbia, but before long he had progressed from getting himself suspended for undergraduate prankishness to getting himself arrested for possession of stolen goods. According to his obituary in The New York Times, they were found in his apartment, where they had been stored by one Herbert Huncke, a con man who was Ginsberg’s Virgil in exploring the lower depths of Times Square and with whom he was then living; according to contemporaneous Columbia rumor (again confirmed by Schumacher), the stolen goods were in a car in which Ginsberg was a passenger and which attracted the attention of the police when the driver (a friend of Huncke’s) brilliantly turned the wrong way down a one-way street.
This time Ginsberg was in serious danger of going to jail, but thanks to the intervention of several Columbia professors, including Lionel Trilling and Mark Van Doren, he was sent to a psychiatric institution instead. The eight months he spent there were subsequently put to good literary use in “Howl,” the poem that would make him famous upon its publication in 1956 in a little paper-covered booklet entitled Howl and Other Poems.

Not having seen Ginsberg since Columbia, and not having heard much about him in the intervening years, I was at first a little surprised to receive an advance copy of Howl, together with a note from him suggesting that I review it. Evidently, though, he had kept close enough track of me to know that I was now an established literary critic and therefore in a position to do him a certain amount of good.
I never did review Howl itself, but within the next year or so I wrote no fewer than three highly critical pieces—one for The New Republic, another for Partisan Review, and a third for Esquire—about the group which had originally been hailed as the “San Francisco Renaissance” but which soon came to be much better known as the Beat Generation. Ginsberg was one of its two main leaders and spokesmen. The other was Kerouac, whose novel On the Road was now being acclaimed as the counterpart in prose to the literary and cultural revolution heralded in verse by the title poem of Howl.
Of the three pieces I wrote about the Beats, the one that appeared in 1958 in Partisan Review under the title “The Know-Nothing Bohemians” made the most noise. There my main literary target was not Ginsberg but Kerouac. Through a detailed analysis of his prose (the “spontaneous bop prosody” Ginsberg had sung his praises for creating) and the uses to which it was put in On the Road and The Subterraneans (which had quickly followed its best-selling predecessor into print), I tried to demonstrate that Kerouac’s “prosody” was a cover for his “simple inability to express anything in words”:

The only method he his of describing an object is to summon up the same half-dozen adjectives over and over again: “greatest,” “tremendous,” “crazy,” “mad,” “wild,” and perhaps one or two others. When it’s more than just mad or crazy or wild, it becomes “really mad” or “really crazy” or “really wild.”
And the “same poverty of resources,” I went on to show, was apparent in his treatment of character and plot.
Neither in “The Know-Nothing Bohemians” nor anywhere else did I make any comparable literary charges against Ginsberg. The reason was that in my judgment Ginsberg, unlike Kerouac, was a genuinely gifted writer. Even as an undergraduate at Columbia, he had won my admiration with the amazing virtuosity that enabled him to turn out polished verses in virtually any style: love lyrics with an Elizabethan flavor, heroic couplets in the manner of Dryden and Pope, sonnets or rhymed stanzas reminiscent of Keats and Shelley. Now, through a fusion of Walt Whitman, Christopher Smart, William Blake, and William Carlos Williams, he had evidently found his own true voice. Hysterical and unmodulated, it was not a voice I liked; nor did I believe that the poems constituted the great literary breakthrough Ginsberg vociferously kept insisting he had achieved. Nevertheless, I could not help being impressed by the sureness of his rhythms and his phrasing in “Howl” and by the wit, the humor, and the unexpected imaginative leaps that enlivened some of the other poems in this little collection, especially “America” and “A Supermarket in California.”
Consequently, in The New Republic, where the first of my pieces about the Beats was published, I singled out Ginsberg as one of the three good poets of the San Francisco Renaissance (the other two were Robert Duncan and William Everson, a.k.a. Brother Antoninus, both destined to become even more obscure in the future than they were then). In that piece I characterized “Howl” as a “remarkable poem” whose “asssault on America is a personal cry that rings true” and whose “hysteria is tempered with humor” and a year later I also exempted Ginsberg from the severe literary strictures I directed at Kerouac in “The Know-Nothing Bohemians.”
By then, however, I had changed my mind about Ginsberg’s implication in what I called the “ethos” of the Beat Generation. In The New Republic, I had said that Ginsberg shared with all the other writers of the San Francisco group “the conviction that any form of rebellion against American culture . . . is admirable” and that he too regarded “homosexuality, jazz, dope-addiction, and vagrancy as outstanding examples of such rebellion.” But unlike the rest, Ginsberg did not, I thought, “glamorize” the “dope-addicts, perverts, and maniacs” he wrote about, and this struck me as an important and redeeming difference.
On further reflection, and after closer study of Howl and Other Poems, I realized that I had been misreading Ginsberg here. By the time I wrote “The Know-Nothing Bohemians,” it had become clear to me that he was just as undiscriminating as Kerouac in his wholesale embrace of the Beat ethos and that the two of them together were placing themselves at the head of a “revolt of the spiritually underprivileged and the crippled of soul” against “normal feeling and the attempt to cope with the world through intelligence.” Indeed, Ginsberg was in certain respects a more sinister figure than Kerouac:

At one end of the spectrum, [the Beat] ethos shades off into violence and criminality, main-line drug addiction and madness. Allen Ginsberg’s poetry, with its lurid apocalyptic celebration of “angel-headed hipsters,” speaks for the darker side of the new Bohemianism. Kerouac is milder [though he too] is attracted to criminality.
Having thus forged a link between the Beats and “the spread of juvenile crime in the 1950’s,” I concluded with a ringing declaration of war:

Being against what the Beat Generation stands for has to do with denying that incoherence is superior to precision; that ignorance is superior to knowledge; that the exercise of mind and discrimination is a form of death. It has to do with fighting the notion that sordid acts of violence are justifiable so long as they are committed in the name of “instinct.” It even has to do with fighting the poisonous glorification of the adolescent in American popular culture. It has to do, in other words, with one’s attitude toward intelligence itself.

It was a scathing indictment, and it bothered Ginsberg so deeply that he would never get over it. And I mean never. Here, for example, is the first paragraph of an article about him that was published in The New York Times on the occasion of his seventieth birthday, only six months before he died:

Sometimes the poet Allen Ginsberg still fantasizes about his old Columbia College friend Norman Podhoretz, who became the conservative editor of Commentary magazine. In Mr. Ginsberg’s fantasies, Mr. Ginsberg is yelling at Mr. Podhoretz that the C.I.A. is selling drugs in Los Angeles and yelling that Mr. Ginsberg’s epic poem “Howl” cannot be read on the radio during most daylight hours because of Federal limitations on obscenity. And he is warring with Mr. Podhoretz, who once called Beat poets like Mr. Ginsberg “know-nothing bohemians” about the very nature of poetry itself.
It was on that Saturday night in 1958 that all this yelling first began, and more than a quarter of a century later, in 1985, Ginsberg would tell an interviewer how and why it did:

Podhoretz had written his attack on Kerouac and what he called “the know-nothing bohemians,” this big chunk of leaden prose which people took very seriously as a statement of civilized values. It was in Partisan Review, but then the idea spread like trench mouth and finally wound up filtering down to Life magazine and the Luce empire. . . . Kerouac’s response was “This is really too bad. That guy’s article will probably wind up confusing a lot of people, and he himself is confused. Why don’t we have him to tea?” So we called up Podhoretz and invited him over.

The call, which was placed not by Ginsberg himself but by Kerouac’s girlfriend, I at first thought must be a practical joke (“I’m here with Allen and Jack who would like you to come see them tonight”). But then Ginsberg got on the line, and the minute I recognized his voice and realized that this was no joke, practical or otherwise, I caught myself desperately fishing for some graceful way to avoid what was sure to be a very unpleasant encounter. No such luck: the fear of seeming cowardly (in my own eyes as much as in his) was at least as strong as my apprehensions over the nasty scene he was undoubtedly preparing for me, and curiosity then also weighed in to tip the scales in favor of my accepting this unexpected and wholly unwelcome challenge.
But no sooner had I done so than it occurred to me that if I were to arrive at his apartment needing a shave and dressed in threadbare chino pants and a rumpled old shirt, it would be as if I were donning the enemy’s uniform for a foray into his own territory. Worse yet, I might in some sense seem to be currying favor. And then there was another consideration. In “Howl” Ginsberg said that among the “best minds” of his generation who had been driven mad by “Moloch” (that is, life in America) were those “who were burned alive in their innocent flannel suits . . . & the mustard gas of sinister intelligent editors.” I suspected that he might have been thinking of me in invoking those “sinister intelligent editors,”[image: img] and so changing into the uniform of “Moloch” before sallying forth from the Upper West Side to the Village seemed the only honorable and self-respecting thing to do.
[image: img]Actually, according to the elaborately annotated edition of “Howl” that was published in 1986, there is an allusion to me there, but this is not it. In referring in line 8 of the first draft to “Post-war cynical scholars” (altered in the final draft to “the scholars of war”), Ginsberg seems to have had me in mind—which was, I must admit, rather prescient of him, given that in 1956 I had not yet developed into the cold-war hawk I was subsequently to become.

Ginsberg’s apartment turned out to be much as I would have imagined it: a walk-up in an aging building, sparsely furnished, and badly in need of a paint job. Though he had not yet become a Buddhist, he was already “into” Eastern mysticism, and he was sitting on the floor in what looked to my admittedly inexperienced eyes like some approximation of the lotus position. In addition to Kerouac, there were two other people present whom Ginsberg (in what I took to be a sophomorically deliberate affront to my bourgeois expectations) never bothered introducing. One of them was obviously the girl who had placed the call; the other was a young man who seemed to be paired up with Ginsberg. I no longer remember the girl’s name, though I do remember that she said not a word the entire time I was there and lacked only the knitting to complete the impression she gave of a Madame DeFarge making sure that I would be sent to the guillotine when the revolution finally came. As for the young man, he was (as I discovered through the simple expedient of asking him) Peter Orlovsky, to whom Ginsberg would remain married for all practical purposes—other, of course, than sexual fidelity—for the rest of his life.
Kerouac was even handsomer in the flesh than in the pictures of him that had been appearing for months in such mass magazines as Life and Time. Unlike the others, all three of whom (especially Orlovsky) were predictably and ostentatiously scruffy, Kerovac had on clothes that, though casual, were neat and clean. Abnormally conscious as I was at that moment of the issue of personal appearance, and accustomed to the photographs in which he always had a two- or three-day growth of beard, I was also amazed to find him as clean-shaven as I myself was. Had he perversely cleaned himself up for this meeting, just as I had done?
I had anticipated a tense and unpleasant evening, and Ginsberg did not disappoint me. The festivities began with his aggressive insistence that I smoke marijuana with them. I refused. Not, as Schumacher claims, because doing so would have been “tantamount to a passing of the peace pipe between factions of warring tribes” but for the same reason I had shaved and changed my clothes before setting out. Presumably relying on Ginsberg’s recollection (which had me acting “a little stiff but polite”), Schumacher also claims that “the encounter was civil.” But there again he gets it wrong.
In later life, Ginsberg would adopt a sweet and gentle persona, but there was nothing either sweet or gentle about the Allen Ginsberg I had last seen at Columbia ten years earlier, and there was even less evidence of those qualities in the Allen Ginsberg I met again that night. As an undergraduate he had been arrogant and brash and full of an in-your-face bravado; now, just into his thirties, he was still all those things and more, but there was also a fury in him that I had not detected in the past. “In those days,” as he himself would later recall, “I’d go into towering rages over literary matters because I was in the middle of a big fight with the whole New York Establishment . . . and I was on my high horse.” That night it was I in whom “the whole New York Establishment” was concentrated, and the rage was directed at me.
Some months earlier, the novelist Herbert Gold, who had also been at Columbia with us, had accused me of betraying what he considered one of my main responsibilities as a literary critic. I had written admiringly about the early critical essays of Edmund Wilson, Gold said, but instead of following the example the young Wilson had set in supporting and encouraging the novelists and poets of his generation, all I ever did was attack or belittle the work being produced by my own contemporaries.
Ginsberg (for all I know, having discussed the matter with Gold) now lashed out at me in similar terms. All night long he hectored and harangued me for my stupid failure to recognize both Kerouac’s genius and his, and the more I fought back, the harder he tried to make me see how insensitive I was being. It was I, he kept railing, who was the know-nothing, not they.
Rather than rely on what is after nearly forty years a hazy memory, I want to quote from a letter Ginsberg wrote shortly before this encounter. It was to another mutual friend of ours from Columbia, the poet and critic John Hollander (through whom we had, in fact, met), and it gives a very good picture of what he said that night and the tone in which he said it:

[Podhoretz lacks] even the basic ability to tell the difference between prosody and diction (as in his . . . diatribes on spontaneous bop prosody confusing it with the use of hiptalk not realizing it refers to rhythmical construction of phrases & sentences). I mean where am I going to begin a serious explanation if I have to deal with such unmitigated stupid ignorant ill willed inept vanity as that—someone like that wouldn’t listen unless you hit him over the head with a totally new universe, but he’s stuck in his own hideous world, I would try, but he scarcely has enough heart to hear—etc etc—so all these objections about juvenile delinquency, vulgarity, lack of basic education, bad taste, etc etc, no form, etc I mean it’s impossible to discuss things like that—finally I get to see them as so basically wrong (unscientific) so dependent on ridiculous provincial schoolboy ambitions & presuppositions and so lacking contact with practical fact—that it seems a sort of plot almost, a kind of organized mob stupidity—the final camp of its announcing itself as a representative of value or civilization or taste—I mean I give up, that’s just too much fucking nasty brass.[image: img]

[image: img]Sic to Ginsberg’s eccentric punctuation here and elsewhere. The entire letter to Hollander can be found in the annotated edition of “Howl.”

But if the task was so hopeless, why did Ginsberg go ahead and try to explain himself to me anyway? According to Schumacher, he did it not because he aspired to win my “approval of [his] literature or lifestyle,” but because I was an “influential member of the new critical establishment, and . . . it would have been, in terms of literary politics, a coup if [Ginsberg] had been able at least to gain a measure of respect from the camp” I represented.
No doubt this consideration did play a part. (So relentless a self-promoter was Ginsberg that as he lay dying he asked his agent to do something about getting his latest collection reviewed in The New York Times Book Review.) And yet, as I could sense even then and as his weirdly unremitting fixation on me was to prove, he did crave my approval of his work, and even of his “lifestyle.” For he did not limit himself that night to literary matters or to throwing the accusation of know-nothingism back in my face. He also harped on, and expressed incredulity over, my defense of the “square” way of life (or what today would be called middle-class values) against the Beat assault.
Here Schumacher for once gets it right when he says that I “was hearing nothing of . . . Ginsberg’s harangues against middle-class living and values” Intransigent as I was in turning a deaf ear to his literary counterattack, I was even more determined to stand my ground on the moral and cultural issue between us. This was not because I was an uncritical admirer of “middle-class living and values.” As it happens, I myself in that period was full of complaint about the “flabbiness of middle-class life” in Eisenhower’s America (even using that very phrase in “The Know-Nothing Bohemians”). I also thought that my own generation was much too sober and mature for its own good, and (in a piece for The New Leader in 1957) I had predicted that we might soon “decide to take a swim in the Plaza fountain in the middle of the night.”
Yet whatever I may have intended in invoking the example of F. Scott Fitzgerald and the youthful spirit of the 1920s symbolized by his drunken hijinks, it was certainly not the “know-nothing bohemianism” of Ginsberg and Kerouac. Indeed, to judge by the way I was living my own life, it was not any kind of bohemianism at all. At the age of twenty-six, the year Howl and Other Poems was published, I married a woman with two very small children, thereby assuming responsibility for an entire family at one stroke; and by the time “The Know-Nothing Bohemians” appeared in 1958, a third child had come along (with a fourth to follow in due course). To support this growing family, I was relying on three different sources of income: a full-time job as an editor, freelance writing at night and on weekends, and lecture engagements whenever I could get them.
Inevitably, then, and along with everything else, it was myself I was defending in fighting the Beats. Ginsberg sensed that there was an extraliterary, personal element in my opposition, but in his various attempts over the years to pin it down so that he could dispose of it once and for all, he kept looking in the wrong place. For instance, in a 1987 interview, he would attribute my hostility to disappointed ambition: “So then . . . Norman realized that . . . he wasn’t [a poet]. So he had to go some different way for power, and he got very perverse thoughts and started taking revenge on poetry power.” To still another interviewer in the 1980s, he would add an almost comically desperate variation on this theme: “Now, [Podhoretz] may have justifiably resented me because when I was twenty and editing The Columbia Review I’d published a poem of his by cutting it in half to the good part without asking him, which was a mistake, a very juvenile stupidity on my part.”[image: img]
[image: img]The critic Paul Berman has gone so far as to dig up the two poems of mine that were published in The Columbia Review while Ginsberg was there. In a silly piece in the on-line magazine Slate, Berman quotes lines from both poems that he thinks Ginsberg might have inserted. But flattering though it is to my youthful efforts as a poet to have them attributed to Ginsberg, it was only “Jeremiah” that he edited, and all he did was cut.

But the truth was that my gratitude to Ginsberg for publishing my poem far outweighed my shock at his cutting of it; and if I was ever “taking revenge” on anything connected with him, it was not his verse but what he himself called his “vision,” which, as he would eventually come to recognize, was “provocative and interesting” to me.
How could it not have been? As against the law-abiding life I had chosen of a steady job and marriage and children, he conjured up a world of complete freedom from the limits imposed by such grim responsibilities. It was a world that promised endless erotic possibility together with the excitements of an expanded consciousness constantly open to new dimensions of being: more adventure, more sex, more intensity, more life.
God knows that as a young man full of energy and curiosity, and not altogether averse to taking risks, I was tempted by all this. God knows too that there were moments of resentment at the burdens I had seen fit to shoulder, moments when I felt cheated and when I dreamed of breaking out of the limits I had imposed upon myself. Yet at the same time, I was repelled by Ginsberg’s world. In the abstract, he spoke for freedom from the oppressions of arbitrary social constraints, but his own work made no bones about the concrete consequences of this freedom: they were madness, drugs, and sexual perversity. In praising him at first for not “glamorizing” these consequences, I had failed to grasp just how radical he really was. But now I finally understood that to his antinomian mind, going mad in America was the only way to be sane, to get high on drugs was the only way to be sober, and to “scatter . . . semen freely to whomever come who may” was the only way to experience sex.
I was, to say the least, no antinomian. Although fantasies of promiscuity were only too appealing to me when I was still in my late twenties, I never imagined that there would be anything virtuous or praiseworthy about surrendering to them. And even if in some part of me I envied “N.C.” (Neal Cassady), the “secret hero” of “Howl”—that “cocksman and Adonis” who had “sweetened the snatches of a million girls” and brought “joy to the memory of his innumerable lays”—and even if I also resisted the then-regnant Freudian interpretation of “compulsive Don Juanism” as a neurotic symptom, I did not consider such behavior healthy, let alone heroic. To portray it as such struck me as nothing more than a rationalization—and a morally tawdry and intellectually dishonest one at that.[image: img]
[image: img]In this connection, it is interesting to note that according to Barry Miles, another of Ginsberg’s biographers, Cassady was once clinically diagnosed as sexually sadistic. Cassady, by the way, was not only the “secret hero” of “Howl” but, in the guise of Dean Moriarty, also the hero of On the Road.

Where homosexuality was concerned, Ginsberg did not so much glorify as beatify those among the allegedly best minds of his generation “who let themselves be fucked in the ass by saintly motorcyclists, and screamed with joy/who blew and were blown by those human seraphim, the sailors, caresses of Atlantic and Caribbean love,” and so on. In attributing saintliness and angelic status to his homosexual characters, as well as in other matters, Ginsberg was probably influenced by the use of similar imagery in the novels of the French writer Jean Genet—“another literary cocksucker,” as Ginsberg affectionately called him. (Genet was himself canonized by no less prominent a cultural power than Jean-Paul Sartre, who wrote a nine-hundred-page book about him actually entitled Saint Genet.) Here again, as with heterosexual promiscuity, but with even greater antinomian conviction, Ginsberg was turning the tables and declaring that the perverse was infinitely superior to the normal.
So deeply did Ginsberg believe this that I even suspected him of having become a homosexual not out of erotic compulsion but by an act of will and as another way of expressing his contempt for normal life. This suspicion was less silly than it may sound. Ginsberg spoke freely about being homosexual to straight classmates like Herbert Gold and John Hollander, but unlike most of the other homosexuals at Columbia who (though necessarily closeted in those days) were easy to spot, he always struck me as straight. (And, indeed, as I learn from his biographers, he slept with a fair number of women while he was in his twenties.) Nor was I alone in taking Ginsberg for straight. Even someone as close to him as Neal Cassady thought (as Ginsberg himself put it in an early poem) he “was not a queer at first.”
While I am at it, I might as well also admit to another outlandish suspicion about Ginsberg’s homosexuality that I once entertained. This one, having more to do with literature than with ideology, was put into my mind by a crack that Philip Rahv, the co-editor of Partisan Review, once made about Robert Lowell. Always cynical about writers, and especially poets, Rahv professed to believe that the only reason Lowell had converted to Catholicism was out of the hope that it would help him write poetry as good as T. S. Eliot’s became after his conversion to Anglicanism. Well then, might not Ginsberg, with his eye on the great romantic tradition of the poète maudit as exemplified by the likes of Arthur Rimbaud, have willed himself into homosexuality out of an analogous hope?
The answer was no. For whereas Lowell left the Church after a while (because, said Rahv with a triumphant smirk, it had failed to do the trick), Ginsberg remained an active and enthusiastic homosexual once he had given up his youthful struggles against it and stopped sleeping with girls.
Not that he ever accepted the current party line of the gay-rights movement that homosexuality is always inborn and never a matter of choice. Peter Orlovsky, whom he once went so far as to list as his “wife” in his entry in Who’s Who, was, he said, “mostly straight” but decided to make a life with him. Kerouac too, though straight, “was willing to sleep with me occasionally.” So was Neal Cassady. This was the same N.C. who “sweetened the snatches of a million girls,” but he “made a big exception and we slept together quite a bit.” And once Ginsberg became famous, he had no trouble luring “lots of straight young kids” into his bed.
Ginsberg also dissented from another of the current twists in the party line of the gay rights movement: the idea that homosexuals are exactly like heterosexuals in every respect other than erotic orientation and that they want all the same things, including monogamous relationships cemented by legally sanctioned marriages. In spite of his relationship with Orlovsky, the Ginsberg of “Howl” would have seen such an embrace of middle-class values as a suicidal surrender to Moloch. Nor did advancing age or the pressures of gay political correctness induce a conversion to monogamy. Even as late as the last week of his life, when his nurse told him he was HIV-negative, he replied, “That’s surprising, given that I’ve had quite a lot lately,” and his very last poem, written when he was on his death bed, dwelt almost entirely, and in his usual graphic fashion, on his “lovers over half century.”
Of a piece with his beatification of homosexuality was Ginsberg’s glorification of insanity. “I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness,” he announced in the opening words of “Howl”—but destroyed, as we immediately discover, only to be reborn into a state of grace, of sensitivity and wisdom, beyond the reach of anyone really crazy enough or sufficiently beaten down to be considered sane in the kingdom of Moloch. I thought this was heartless nonsense. Far from being in touch with a higher reality, the crazy people I had known—and I had known a few—were cut off in the most frightening ways from themselves and the world around them. There was something cruel about drafting such pitiable creatures into the service of an ideological aggression against the kind of normal life to which they would have given everything to return. And it was all the more heartless for parading itself as compassion.
Then, finally, there was the related issue of drugs. As a young man, I was a fairly heavy drinker, as were most of the literary people I knew. It was regarded as manly to drink a lot, and one took pride in being able to hold one’s liquor. But we never for a moment doubted that drinking was bad for us—that indeed was the whole point. Nor did we ever mistake alcohol for an aid to literary composition (“I never try to write a line when I’m not strictly on the wagon,” said Eugene O’Neill, one of the champion literary alcoholics of all time). By contrast, Ginsberg, who wrote “Howl” and a number of other poems under the influence of various drugs, never tired of declaring that they were the route to a higher and deeper consciousness.
From the few serious users I had by then come across, it was obvious to me that this was another egregious lie. Hard drugs like heroin (about which even Ginsberg himself, having “tried it a number of times,” would subsequently develop second thoughts) and hallucinogenics like LSD (of which he would always be an enthusiastic propagandist) were dangerous to the mind and crippling to the spirit, quite apart from the degrading dependency they created.
As for marijuana, I knew from my own experience with it (which was limited but certainly did include inhaling), and from what I could see of its effect on the mental processes of others, that what it mainly did was generate an illusion of heightened awareness, which as often as not issued in the solemn utterance of hackneyed “insights” and pretentious banalities. I accepted that it was not necessarily addictive, but that did not mean it was not habit-forming. Moreover, persuaded by propagandists like Ginsberg that they could try marijuana with impunity, untold numbers of kids were getting hooked on it, and a certain percentage of these, having thus dipped a toe into the drug culture, would soon plunge into the deeper and more dangerous waters of LSD or heroin or cocaine.

For nearly four hours that Saturday night in 1958, Ginsberg and I had at each other on all these issues. As Ginsberg would later recall it, Kerouac tried talking to me but “couldn’t make a dent”; eventually I “went home and that was the end of it.” As I remember it, however, Ginsberg himself did most of the talking and Kerouac, like his girlfriend, hardly said a word. Nor did I just go home. Sometime after midnight, Kerouac suggested that we all troop over to see “Lucien,” who would just be getting off from work. Obviously, he was referring to Lucien Carr, who I had thought must still be in jail for the famous murder he had committed back in the 1940s. But it emerged that he had only served a brief term for manslaughter and had been set free many years before. Tired though I was and eager to make an end of what had been a tense and difficult night, I could not resist this chance to meet a legendary figure from my college days. Neither Ginsberg nor the others felt like going out, and so I wound up walking alone with Kerouac to a nearby building in the West Village.
Once, when Hilton Kramer was chief art critic of The New York Times, he found himself seated at a dinner next to Woody Allen, who asked him whether he felt embarrassed when he ran into people whose work he had attacked. “No,” replied Kramer, “I expect them to be embarrassed for doing bad work.” Lacking Hilton’s magnificent self-possession, I have indeed always felt embarrassed in such cases, and there have even been times when I have had to stifle an impulse to apologize. This was one of them. Ginsberg’s defense of Kerouac as a writer had, just as he later said, failed to “make a dent” on me; if anything, the aesthetic arguments in support of “spontaneous bop prosody” seemed even more nonsensical coming from Ginsberg’s mouth than they had coming from his pen. But, disconcertingly, Kerouac was as likable in the flesh as he was repellent in print. In contrast to the seething Ginsberg, who went at me with everything he had, Kerouac (in spite of being the aggrieved party) was so easygoing and charming that I could not help regretting the nastiness with which I had treated him and wishing I could say that I had been won over and now saw his novels in a new light.
But of course I could not and did not say this. Instead, what I did as soon as we were alone together was ask him about growing up in New England in a French Canadian family. Having been stationed for a while in that part of the country when I was in the army and having had a girlfriend in his own hometown of Lowell, Massachusetts, I was genuinely curious about this subject, and since he was happy to talk about it, the ploy worked. By the time we reached our destination, my discomfort had all but disappeared only—to be replaced by disappointment over Lucien Carr. In my teenage imaginings, he had been a larger-than-life character, but the man I now met seemed colorless; he surprised me even more by having a wife and a child (or possibly two).[image: img] If not for the air of squalor pervading the place, it might have been taken for a conventional bourgeois establishment, and the lingering traces of romance that had been attached to Carr faded away forever in the hour or so I spent there in his company.
[image: img]I recently discovered that one of these babies grew up to be the well-regarded novelist Caleb Carr.

It was about 3 A.M. when Kerouac and I left together. He walked me to the subway station in Sheridan Square, and we parted with pleasant words, which stood in the sharpest possible contrast to the ominous parting words Ginsberg had flung at me a few hours earlier just as I was leaving his apartment: “We’ll get you through your children!”
I never saw Kerouac again, but there was more yelling by Ginsberg about a year later at a very big party thrown by Norman Mailer (the same party which became notorious when it ended with Mailer stabbing and nearly killing his then wife, Adele). In one of those interviews of the 1980s from which I have already quoted, Ginsberg would allege that early that evening I came over to him and said that if he would only get rid of friends like Kerouac, I could help him become “part of the larger scene” and advance his career in New York. Hostility transmuting his normally golden poet’s ear into tin, he paraphrased me as follows: “Why aren’t you working with us instead of these people that are so nowhere?”
It is inconceivable that I could actually have said this to Ginsberg, let alone in the words he put into my mouth. After all, though still controversial in some literary circles, he was already a very well known and widely acclaimed poet, and even if I had been as great a fool as this story makes me appear, I would also have had to be completely crazy to imagine that I was in a position to further his career. What I actually may have been foolish enough to do was repeat what I had already said several times in print that—I thought he was one of the few Beat writers who had genuine literary talent and that his relentless evangelizing on behalf of the others was obscuring the difference between his work and theirs.
Not that I failed to understand why Ginsberg was doing all this evangelizing. Much influenced by Ezra Pound in his poetry, as well as in his prose (and especially in his letters, down to the eccentric punctuation and the use of idiosyncratic mock-comic locutions), Ginsberg also, I recognized, saw himself as playing for his own literary movement the same role Pound had played almost a half-century earlier in tirelessly promoting the avante-garde (or “modernist”) writers of his own generation, to whom he was at once a leader, an exemplar, and a mentor. The difference was that Pound had had W. B. Yeats, T. S. Eliot, and James Joyce to push and promote (not to mention a host of lesser but still very important figures) whereas all poor Ginsberg had to work with were the likes of Jack Kerouac, Gary Snyder, and Lawrence Ferlinghetti. And while many of the writers Pound sponsored were greater than he was (vicious though he was in his politics, where literature was concerned he could often be supremely selfless), Ginsberg was the best of his gang—such as he was and such as they were.
In any case, if there may have been a tiny germ of truth up to that point in the story he was telling about our encounter at Mailer’s party, most of the rest of what he said was pure hallucination:

I suddenly saw myself in a B movie out of Balzac, with me as the distinguished provincial being tempted by the idiot worldly banker—“We’ll give you a career if you renounce your mother and father and your background.” It was so corny, like being propositioned by the devil or something, . . . so I started screaming at him, “You big dumb fuckhead! You idiot! You don’t know anything about anything!” Now, true to his particular nature, Podhoretz thought I was going to get violent, because that’s all he thinks about. . . . Podhoretz yelled, “He’s going to get violent,” and Mailer came over and took my arm, so I had to reassure him I wasn’t going to hit anybody.

That he screamed abuse that night at me was true, but the idea that I would be afraid of trading punches with Allen Ginsberg reminds me of what James Cagney (a former street kid like me) once said about a similar possibility involving Humphrey Bogart (who, like Ginsberg, was raised in the middle class, albeit on a higher economic rung): “When it comes to fighting, he’s about as tough as Shirley Temple.” Nevertheless, I tell the story here because, like Ginsberg’s letter to John Hollander, it conveys a vivid sense of the sinister role I played in his paranoid fantasies. Indeed, to Ginsberg himself, this was “an epiphanous moment in my relation with Podhoretz and what he was part of a—large right-wing protopolice surveillance movement.”
Here, too, however, as in his allusion to me in “Howl,” Ginsberg was being anachronistic. In 1985, when he recalled this “epiphanous moment,” I had long since settled into the conservative position to which I am still firmly committed, but in 1960, when we met at Mailer’s party, I was in no sense part of anything that could remotely be described as right-wing. On the contrary, I was then in the final stages of a process that had been carrying me from the liberalism with which I had grown up to the radicalism with which I would be identified for most of the decade ahead.
At the time, Ginsberg was well aware of this development. He knew that while opposing the Beats, I had been championing the novels of Mailer and other cultural radicals, such as the revisionist Freudian philosopher Norman O. Brown and the communitarian-anarchist social critic (and openly homosexual) Paul Goodman, all of whom differed from Ginsberg’s crowd in their intellectual rigor and complexity. It would seem, though, that my break with the Left in the late 1960s (which included the belated realization that intellectual rigor and complexity did not make bad ideas any less pernicious) gave Ginsberg a chance to read a right-wing motivation back into my criticisms of Beat writing. This political explanation then joined the other two theories he had come up with (my lingering resentment over his editing of “Jeremiah” and my disappointed ambition as a poet) in trying to to get over his endlessly nagging worry over my refusal to acknowledge the greatness of the literary school of which he was the founder and the head.
To this day, I have trouble figuring out why my opposition should have bothered Ginsberg so much. It is perhaps understandable that he would crave my approval when he was just starting out and I was “an influential member of the new critical establishment.” But why should he still have needed it when I was no longer even in the game (having pretty much shifted my attention from literary matters to politics and foreign affairs) and the rest of the world was falling at his feet with praises (“Ginsberg is responsible for loosening the breath of American poetry at midcentury,” ran a typical comment by the eminent critic Helen Vendler, who assigned him “a memorable place in modern poetry”); heaping laurels on his head (including, among many others, the National Arts Club Gold Medal for lifetime achievement, a National Book Award, and election to the august American Academy of Arts and Letters); and even showering him with riches (a publisher’s advance of $160,000—for poetry!—and $1.2 million for his papers from Stanford University)?
Was he so disturbed by me because in his heart of hearts he knew that, no matter what he kept saying aloud, my rejection of his extravagant claims to greatness as a poet and my arguments against his antinomian ideas could not be dismissed out of hand as the ravings of an ignorant philistine who was part of a “right-wing proto-police surveillance movement”? Did those arguments go on sticking so painfully in his craw because he could never come up with answers that truly satisfied him? Might he at moments even have feared that I might be right?
Unlikely as this seems, it is entirely possible. Once, for example, under the influence of yage, a psychedelic drug he took repeatedly while in Peru in the early 1960s, he had a vision in which it came to him that his “queer isolation” was the price he was paying for his flight from women, which was itself tied to “my lack of . . . contact with birth—my fear to be and to die—to bear life” I myself could not have done better than this in describing what I believed then—and still believe today—to be the spiritual etiology of homosexuality or in stating the deepest of all arguments against Ginsberg’s usual antinomian view of it as superior to heterosexuality and everything entailed by a life of involvement with women.
This change in attitude was only fleeting, but while it lasted it found expression of a kind in a poem called “This Form of Life Needs Sex,” and it thoroughly alarmed William Seward Burroughs, who, long before achieving great fame as the author of Naked Lunch, was a role model and mentor to Ginsberg, especially in the matter of drugs. Schumacher writes:

Knowing . . . that Allen, as a result of his yage experiments, had decided he should be kinder to women, Bill would go off on long, wicked antiwoman routines, repeating his theory that women were extraterrestrial agents sent by enemies to weaken the male species. They had “poison juices dripping all over ’em,” Burroughs said, and if Allen . . . knew what was good for [him, he] would stay away from women.

Burroughs, incidentally, thought that if Ginsberg were cut open, Lionel Trilling, the Columbia professor to whom he had been closest as a student, would be one of the shaping forces found within him. This may provide another possible clue to Ginsberg’s compulsive contention with me, since after he left Columbia I became Trilling’s favorite student and (in my early days as a critic) his most loyal disciple. In being so exercised over my opinion of his poems and his ideas, then, Ginsberg may have been using me as a stand-in for Trilling, whose judgment of Howl and Other Poems had actually been much harsher than mine. Whereas I had at least pronounced “Howl” remarkable and thought that Ginsberg had found his true voice in it, Trilling told him in a letter that the poems in the collection were “dull.” Furthermore:

They are not like Whitman—they are all prose, all rhetoric, without any music. What I used to like in your poems, whether I thought they were good or bad, was the voice I heard in them, true and natural and interesting. There is no real voice here. As for the doctrinal element of the poems, apart from the fact that I of course reject it, it seems to me that I heard it very long ago and that you give it to me in all its orthodoxy, with nothing new added.[image: img]

[image: img]Like the Hollander letter quoted above, this one can be found in the annotated edition of “Howl.”
Be all that as it may, there came a day when, all of a sudden, in the blink of an eye and out of the blue, a wholly new idea about me entered Ginsberg’s mind. Here is how he would describe it in 1987:

I had a very funny experience a couple of years ago when I dropped some Ecstasy . . . and I suddenly remembered Norman Podhoretz. And I said, Gee, good old Norman, we went to college together. . . . If he weren’t there like a wall I can butt my head against, I wouldn’t have anybody to hate. And why hate him? He’s part of my world, and he’s sort of like the character Mr. Meany or the Bluenose or the Blue Meanie. At the same time, he has some sense in him. . . . But did I ever really hate him or was I just sort of fascinated by him?
I also saw him as a sort of sacred personage in my life, in a way: someone whose vision is so opposite from mine that it’s provocative and interesting—just as my vision is interesting and provocative enough for him to write columns against it in the newspaper. In fact, maybe he’s more honest than I am because he attacks me openly. So I should really respect him as one of the sacred personae in the drama of my own transitory existence.

This amazing interview, originally published in an obscure literary quarterly in Kansas City, Missouri, came to my attention only when it was reprinted about a year later in Harper’s under the title “I Sing of Norman P.” By that time, Ginsberg and I had not laid eyes on each other for something like twenty years, and I was naturally bowled over by this transformation in his attitude toward me. But it now also occurred to me that I might have had an inkling or two of it long before.
As far back as the mid-1960s, for example, when I would run into him now and then at a party or a meeting, Ginsberg would sometimes startle me (and perhaps himself as well) with a relatively cordial greeting. In that same period, we also had a curious encounter in Paris, where I was spending a few days on my way to a conference in Yugoslavia. Walking on the Boulevard St.-Germain, I spotted him coming toward me from the other direction, and having no wish to be yelled at yet again, I decided I would pretend not to have noticed him and pass on by. But before I could execute this evasive maneuver, he waved, ran up to me, and warmly insisted that I have a drink with him at the nearby Café de Flore. This was, of course, the hangout of Sartre and his circle, but so far as I could tell from looking around once we were seated, Ginsberg himself was the only famous writer in evidence. And famous by now not only in America but throughout the world. In recent months alone, as he told me with an excitement seeming to suggest that he thought I would share in his pleasure, he had been lionized in Havana and Prague before being expelled in turn by the Communist governments of those two countries for various forms of homosexual exhibitionism.[image: img]
[image: img]It has always struck me as odd that so many of the dissidents in Czechoslovakia, all of whom were passionate anti-Communists, should have made heroes out of Ginsberg and other icons of the counterculture, all of whom were equally passionate anti-anti-Communists. Thus, when on a visit of my own to Prague in 1988 I was taken to meet Vaclav Havel, then the most prominent of the dissidents (and later, of course, to become president of a free Czech Republic), the first thing that hit my eye upon entering his apartment was a huge poster of John Lennon hanging on the wall. Disconcerted, I tried to persuade Havel that the counterculture in the West was no friend of anti-Communists like himself, but I made even less of a “dent” on him than Ginsberg had made on me thirty years earlier.
Conversely, I always thought the Communist governments were stupid in failing to understand that cultural radicals like Ginsberg, who did everything in their power to undermine American resistance to Communism, were their de facto allies in the cold war. I mean, when Ginsberg ridiculed the cold war in a poem like “America” (“The Russia wants to eat us alive. The Russia’s power mad. She wants to take our cars from out of our garages” and so on), whose political purposes did Havel on the one side and Castro on the other think were being served?

From the drink I had with Ginsberg in the Café de Flore, I got the feeling that he no longer regarded me as the enemy. But this time it was I who was being anachronistic. I infer from Schumacher that the real reason he was so eager to sit down with me that day was that “After weeks of nonstop activity and celebrity limelight, he was on his own again, feeling lonely, his ego a bit bruised because he was not as recognized on the avenues of Paris as he had [just] been in England.”† I also gather from Ginsberg’s own statements that his hatred of me was still fresh and remained strong for at least another twenty years, probably even intensifying when I really did begin moving to the Right in the late 1960s.
†In 1993 the French made up for this by awarding him the medal of Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres.

The feeling was mutual. After “Howl,” I pretty much lost interest in Ginsberg as a poet, the novelty having, so to speak, worn off. “Kaddish,” his elegy on the death of his mother (regarded by many as his best poem), had affecting moments, but everything else, including much of “Kaddish” itself, seemed to be one kind of propaganda or another for the new radical movement of the 1960s passing itself off as poetry. In fact, Ginsberg became one of the leading spirits of that movement, and the mounting disenchantment that ultimately led me to break ranks with it was in no small part caused by the triumph of everything he represented over the kind of radical spirit which ten years earlier I had hoped might emerge and which I wanted to help develop.
Now, in the mid-1960s, as before, the major difference between us had to do with our wildly contrasting ideas about America. Ginsberg’s anti-Americanism of the 1950s had been bad enough, but the form it took in the 1960s as it exfoliated (or perhaps metastasized would be a better word) was even worse. His disciples and friends now extended way beyond the relatively narrow circle of the Beats to encompass the entire world of the counterculture from—rock musicians like Bob Dylan to hippies and yippies like Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin to a variety of “gurus” peddling one form or another of Oriental mysticism. What they all had in common was a fierce hatred of America, which they saw as “Amerika,” a country morally and spiritually equivalent to Nazi Germany. Amerika’s political system was based on oppression, to which the only answer was resistance and revolution; and its culture was based on repression, to which the only answer was to opt out of middle-class life and liberate the squelched and smothered self through drugs and sexual promiscuity.
I simply could not stomach any of this, least of all the disgusting comparisons to Nazi Germany. Even when I was at my most radical, I still loved America, and my own utopian aspirations were directed at perfecting, not destroying, it. It went without saying that there were problems and flaws, above all the plight of the blacks and the poor, but I was confident that they could be effectively addressed through programs of radical reform within the going political system.
As for Vietnam, like Ginsberg and his friends I was opposed to the war, but unlike them, I thought it was a mistake, not a crime. I hoped for a negotiated settlement that would allow us to salvage our honor by withdrawing without abandoning the South Vietnamese to the Communists of the North, whereas in their hatred of America they yearned for us to be defeated and humiliated and the Communists to win.
In general, and over and above the specifics, I believed that the revolutionism of the New Left was both futile and dangerous, and as the 1960s wore on, I came increasingly to regard the counterculture as a species of nihilism that was wrecking the lives of more and more of the young people who were following through on the injunction of Ginsberg’s great friend and fellow pusher of LSD, Timothy Leary, to “turn on, tune in, and drop out.”
I was right about the counterculture, but I was wrong in thinking that my own utopian fantasies of perfection through radical reform had any better chance of success than any other brand of utopianism or that they could compete, especially among the young, with the seductively tantalizing promise of freedom from the responsibilities and constraints of a normal adult life. Back in 1958, as I was leaving his apartment, Ginsberg had shouted, “We’ll get you through your children,” and so it was turning out. Not, thank God, where my own children were concerned. Two of them would still be too young to feel the impact of the 1960s, while the older two, both girls, would escape with minimal damage. But some of their friends—bright, beautiful almost-women whose families were prosperous enough to send them to a fashionable private school in New York—would not be so lucky. One would suffer a drug-induced breakdown and go on to spend years of her life in and out of a series of mental hospitals; another would become a hopeless junkie; and a third would be raped and murdered while recklessly hitchhiking on a lonely road in the dead of night. And then there were the young men who would run off to Canada to avoid the Vietnam draft or leave college to join a commune or hang out in cesspools like Haight-Ashbury, where the drugs were plentiful and the sex was easy, and who would never manage to climb out of the hole of failure they had been encouraged by Ginsberg and his disciples in the counterculture to dig for themselves.
As the 1960s wore on, I came more and more to see all this as a new kind of plague, and when in the late 1970s I wrote a book about my break with radicalism, I ended with a lament for the victims it had claimed among the “especially vulnerable” young. They had, I said, been inoculated against almost every one of the physical diseases which in times past had literally made it impossible for so many to reach adulthood. But against a spiritual plague like this one they were entirely helpless.
Nor could they count on any help from their parents, who had themselves been so blinded by the plague that they mistook their children’s “contemptuous repudiation of everything American and middle-class . . . for a form of idealism” and “went on insisting, even when the evidence of sickness and incapacity stared them full in the face, that the children were models of superior health.” Shades of the antinomian propaganda Ginsberg had done as much as anyone else in America to spread.
So too with the teachers of the period, who surveyed a mass of desperately disordered and disoriented young people refusing to take their appointed places in the world and then proceeded to pronounce them, in the unforgettable words of Professor Archibald Cox of the Harvard Law School, “the best informed, the most intelligent, and the most idealistic” generation ever born in America. Again, what was this but a toned-down version of the opening words of “Howl” translated into the language of the liberal establishment?
An even more telling sign of the degree to which the hated establishment wound up capitulating to the Beats came in 1987, when the city council of Lowell, Massachusetts, decided to build a new park dedicated to the memory of Jack Kerouac, its famous native son. I happened just then to be in the middle of a four-year stint as a syndicated weekly columnist with my home base in the New York Post, and I devoted a piece to expressing my amazement at the fact that the people of Lowell should wish to memorialize the author of a series of books heaping abuse on the way of life lived in, precisely, places like Lowell. It was true that for a few years before he died in 1969 at the age of forty-seven, a very ill Kerouac had settled down in a suburb with his wife and mother, returned to the Catholic Church, and also moved to the Right in his political views. But it was not this Kerouac the world remembered and to whom the city of Lowell was preparing to build a monument; it was the younger Kerouac who, along with Ginsberg, had spawned the counterculture of the 1960s with its “hatred and contempt for everything generally deemed healthy, decent, or normal.”
Around this same time, another and very similar event occurred about which I also wrote a column. On the twenty-fifth anniversary in 1986 of the publication of Joseph Heller’s novel Catch-22, the Air Force Academy in Colorado staged a conference in its honor—in honor, that is, of a book viciously defaming the branch of the very service in which the academy was preparing its students to serve. The Air Force as Heller portrays it is an organization run by idiots and lunatics who send countless young boys to their death for no reason other than the furthering of their own personal ambitions and the lining of their own pockets. In honoring Catch-22, the Air Force Academy, an institution whose entire reason for existence was to teach the arts of war, was also implicitly endorsing Heller’s justification of draft evasion and even desertion as morally superior to military service.
In the interest of full disclosure, I should add that I had written enthusiastically about Catch-22 in Show—a glossy mass monthly for which I, already the editor of Commentary, was then moonlighting as a regular book critic—when it first came out. This piece expressed only one critical reservation, which was that Heller’s comic nihilism did not go far enough. My review not only made Heller very happy in itself but also helped his book along, for, contrary to the notion that Catch-22 was published to universal acclaim and took off like a rocket the minute it hit the shelves, it actually had a mixed reception and was a slow starter where sales were concerned. Robert Brustein, who was then still more a literary than a theater critic, and at the time a close friend of mine, probably pushed this first novel by an unknown writer harder than anyone else. But I did my share as well to establish its importance, and Heller quite naturally responded with warm feelings toward me. For a while, we were fairly friendly, but he (being far more politically Left than many of his readers ever realized) would become outraged by the increasingly insupportable heresies to which I began giving vent, and which (to give credit where credit is due) he was among the first to spot and denounce. After making his disgust with my political evolution clear in a letter to The Nation, he would cement our new ex-friendship with a savage caricature of me in one of his later novels. As for Brustein, he too eventually became an ex-friend, though the break between us had more to do with literary than with political matters.
My 1986 column on Heller aroused the ire of a number of readers, including a colonel teaching at the Air Force Academy who wrote a letter to The Washington Post lecturing me about the great importance of literature in general and satire in particular (though he never went quite so far as to claim that reading Catch-22 was a good way to prepare for becoming a fighter pilot). The column I did on Kerouac about a year later also aroused ire, most notably that of the émigré Russian novelist Vassily Aksyonov, to whom I sounded like the cultural commissars he thought he had left behind in fleeing to the United States from the Soviet Union. But it had no such effect on Ginsberg. He referred to it in the interview in which he said that I was still speaking out in the newspapers against his own “vision” (and where he added that I was “still denouncing Kerouac as a moral degenerate”). Yet instead of being angered or offended, he spoke of me in respectful and even affectionate terms for the first time since we were both kids in college.
He then followed up—I forget exactly when—with a handwritten note very warmly inviting me to a seminar at the Naropa Institute in Colorado, a Buddhist college he had helped to found (and which became, much more suitably than the park in Lowell, a monument to Jack Kerouac under the name “The Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics”). This invitation, unlike the one some thirty years earlier to his apartment in the Village, I unhesitatingly declined, knowing that the new Ginsberg’s lovingkindness would put me even more uncomfortably on the defensive than the young Ginsberg’s rage had done.
I heard nothing further from Ginsberg until he once again described his new attitude toward me in that piece, cited earlier, which The New York Times did about him on the occasion of his seventieth birthday:

One day a few years back, a “light bulb went on in my head,” Mr. Ginsberg said in the garden of his favorite Polish restaurant on the Lower East Side. “I thought of Norman. I thought how can I hate him? All those years he’s had to suffer all my contumely in my head. It’s served as an education, to make me think my thoughts. He’s been a great help.” Now, said Mr. Ginsberg, Mr. Podhoretz is “kind of a sacred object on my horizon.”

Another invitation then arrived, not from Ginsberg himself but from a television producer who wanted to put us on the air together. But once more I passed up a chance to see him again. Six months later he was dead.

The rule is never to speak ill of the dead, but the obituarists and commemorators who wrote about Ginsberg upon his death could not have broken the rule even if they had wanted to, since they could see no ill in him to speak of at all. Except for George Will in his syndicated column and an anonymous editorialist in The New Criterion, everyone else reached lyrically for the stars. In The New Yorker, David Remnick, for whom “the distinguishing feature of Ginsberg’s character was his generosity, his sweetness, his openness,” accorded his work a place among the classics of the literary canon. In The Washington Post, Henry Allen also pronounced him “a great poet” who spoke “for the right and need of Americans to express personal and universal truth.” In Newsweek, David Gates concluded that “Ginsberg’s lifelong work was to say goodbye: in joy and sorrow, love and longing. And to remind us that ours is too.” In The Nation, John Leonard said that “his ultimate role at every engagement in our second Civil War was as a nurse, like his buddy Walt Whitman.”
And the encouragement Ginsberg gave to drugs and sexual licentiousness of every kind? To the extent that this was mentioned at all, it was breezily treated as a charming foible or as an expression of ideas that might have seemed a bit extreme in 1956, when (to paraphrase one elegist) “repression and conformity, and not the Russians and the Chinese, were the true enemies of America,” but that were in the end revealed (in the words of another elegist) as “the beginning of a renewal of American values.”
Ginsberg was also fulsomely praised as a pioneer of the gay rights movement, which indeed he was. Yet so far as I was able to determine, no one thought to draw a connection between the emergence of AIDS and the rampant homosexual promiscuity promoted by Ginsberg, with anal intercourse as an especially “joyful” feature that is described in loving (and sometimes not so loving) detail in poem after poem.
These poems are pornographic in the simple sense of providing descriptions of sexual activity in language that is highly explicit even by the lax and latitudinarian standards of our day. To such descriptions Ginsberg devotes a number of entire poems (“Many Loves,” “Please Master,” “Love Comes,” “The Guest,” and “Sphincter,” among others). They are also to be found in passages scattered throughout Ginsberg’s oeuvre, early and late—old age seeming not to have inhibited his compulsion to write in what I believe he himself would have acknowledged was the “dirtiest” possible way about his sexual encounters and fantasies.
In all fairness, I should take note of the fact that neither did old age have an inhibiting effect on the fantasies (heterosexual through and through in this case) of an infinitely greater poet than Ginsberg:

What shall I do with this absurdity—/O heart, O troubled heart—this caricature,/Decrepit age that has been tied to me/As to a dog’s tail?/Never had I more/Excited, passionate, fantastical/Imagination . . .
But W. B. Yeats did not go on to describe the erotic details conjured up by his excited, passionate, and fantastical imagination.
Yeats also knew as well as Ginsberg that, as he put it in one of his greatest short poems, “. . . Love has pitched his mansion in/The place of excrement.”[image: img] Yet somehow I doubt that, even leaving the issue of homosexuality aside, he would have approved of such direct elaborations of this fact as the following passage (written by Ginsberg in his mid-fifties about an incident that had occurred when he was about twenty years old):

. . . he fucked me in the ass

till I smelled brown excrement

staining his cock

& tried to get up from bed to go to the toilet a minute

but he held me down & kept pumping at me, serious & said

“No, I don’t want to stop I like it dirty like this.”
[image: img]I suppose it is necessary in this context to explain that Yeats meant, as is obvious from the poem as a whole, not to recommend anal intercourse but to desublimate the female tendency to romanticize sex and to strike a blow against “the heart’s pride” (much as Freud said that Galileo, Darwin, and he himself had struck successive blows against human pride in removing the earth from the center of the universe, linking man to the animals, and demonstrating that he is always in the grip of irrational forces). The whole marvelous passage comes from a series spoken by a character Yeats calls Crazy Jane, who is in this poem speaking with a Bishop: “‘A woman can be proud and stiff/ When on love intent;/But Love has pitched his mansion in/The place of excrement;/For nothing can be sole or whole/That has not been rent’”
Nor, I would presume to guess, would Yeats have approved of Ginsberg’s countless references to “shit” and other variants in the vulgate for excrement. This one, for example, comes from “Violent Collaborations,” a little number written to be sung in which Ginsberg clearly set out to go for the pornographic gold and (with the help of someone named Peter Hale) succeeded: “Fuck me & fist me/in your army enlist me/Poop on me when you’re at ease.”[image: img]
[image: img]I apologize for quoting such stuff, but I have felt it necessary to do so for two reasons. First, I want to demonstrate that I am neither exaggerating nor being unfair in using the word pornographic here. Secondly, because our debates over pornography—and still more about anal intercourse and other homosexual practices, like the fisting refered to in “Violent Collaborations,” which the eruption of AIDS brought, as it were, out of the closet—have become so abstract and even, ironically, prudish, there is simply no other way of making clear what exactly we are talking about when we discuss these things.

Finally, I could find only one mention (in The Weekly Standard) of Ginsberg’s active sponsorship of the abominable North American Man Boy Love Alliance (NAMBLA), an organization devoted to the legalization of homosexual pedophilia. “I don’t know exactly how to define what’s underage” he once explained, quickly adding that he himself had “never made it with anyone under fifteen.” Not that this prevented him from writing “Old Love Story,” a poem taking issue with those who “think the love of boys is wicked” by invoking (in rhymed couplets, probably so as to suggest how traditional pedophilia was) the great men throughout history who lusted after the flesh of very young males.
There are writers of my generation with whom I dealt harshly when I was a young critic but whom, as we grew older together, I found myself reading with more sympathy and greater pleasure. As Ginsberg said of me, they were “part of my world.” Because we cut our teeth on and were shaped by the same books and the same movies and the same radio programs and the same public events, we carried with us a shared frame of reference and we spoke the same language—even when we used it to disagree. As the years rolled by, and with the arrival of successive generations treading all of us down, this common background of experience bred in me a sense of kinship with these writers that I did not feel when we were young.
Of course, there was the additional fact that some of them, like Philip Roth and John Updike, developed into better writers than they were then. Roth, in particular, moved beyond the adolescent snobbery with which he used to regard everyone but himself and his friends and came to display a range of sympathetic understanding rarely even hinted at in his early work. Indeed, having once expressed a loathing no less ferocious in its own way than Ginsberg’s for the life lived by most people in America, Roth (as I read his novel American Pastoral, published in 1997) finally landed firmly on the side of such people and against the intellectuals and academics who still maintained the sneering and patronizing attitudes that he himself had held in days gone by.
No such change ever came over Allen Ginsberg, for all the “generosity,” the “sweetness,” and the “openness” that David Remnick and others found in his character when he too was getting on in years. As a poet, he never grew or developed (even most of his admirers think that nothing he wrote after 1959 was as good as “Howl” and “Kaddish”), and he went to his death still preaching the same false and pernicious ideas about life in America with which he burst onto the scene in the 1950s and which spread (to borrow an image he once used about my ideas) “like trench mouth” through American culture in the 1960s.
Fortunately, these ideas were not by the time he died especially fashionable among the middle-class young. And yet there was enough resemblance between the situation at the turn of the century and the cultural climate of the 1950s to fear that his siren song might yet find its insidious way into the ears of yet another generation of restless kids, misleading and corrupting them as it did so many of their forebears in the all-too-recent past. And so at his death I was still inclined to say what I had said about ten years earlier in concluding my column about the park dedicated to Kerouac in Lowell:

“I’m worried about a role model for kids,” explained the lone member of the Lowell city council who voted against the Kerouac memorial. He is right to worry. After all, Kerouac and Ginsberg once played a part in ruining a great many young people who were influenced by their “distaste for normal life and common decency.”
That last phrase, I hastened to point out, came not from the Lowell city councilman but from George Orwell, who was talking not about Ginsberg and Kerouac but about some of his own contemporaries in the England of the 1930s whose writings expressed many of the same attitudes. As against those contemporaries, Orwell insisted, “The fact to which we have got to cling, as to a lifebelt, is that it is possible to be a normal decent person and yet to be fully alive.” Instead, we were memorializing Ginsberg and Kerouac, thereby further weakening our already tenuous grasp on Orwell’s saving fact, and abandoning the field once again to these latter-day Pied Pipers, and their current successors, who never ceased telling our children that the life being lived around them was not worth living at all.
I was of course thinking there of the children through whom Ginsberg promised to “get” me and my kind as I was leaving his apartment that Saturday night back in 1958. In the end, having kept that promise, he decided to be magnanimous in victory and forgive me. But it was because of them, as well as all the others who I feared might be waiting in the wings, that I still could not bring myself to forgive him, not even now that he was dead.
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