
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
When Publishers Stalked The
Earth

 


Mel C. Thompson

 


Copyright © 2011 &
2018

 


To contact the author or
find out the many ways you can help the ongoing efforts of all the
authors in the Mel C. Thompson Publishing Company lineup, please
use the contact information below:

 


Mel C. Thompson Publishing

3559 Mount Diablo Boulevard,
#112

Lafayette, California 94549

 


melcthompson@yahoo.com

 


This book is dedicated to
the late Bob White and the late Steve Parr. They were both
promoters of live poetry shows in the 1990s, and they strove to
provide the poets with the best venues to perform in. They promoted
our work tirelessly and saw to it that we got paid for performing,
a very rare thing in the poetry world. May their kindness and
generosity always be remembered. This book
is also dedicated to the late William Perkins, publisher, writer, teacher and friend, and to the late
Dominique Lowell, beloved friend, poet and performer.

 


 


Formatting Note

 


While man of the poems in
this work are in their original form, several of them appear as
prose works. These particular pieces originally appeared in poetic
form with each sentence sometimes being broken up into several
lines. However, many people had previously complained that I was,
in fact, naturally a prose writer and not really a poet. They
further opined that what I was often doing was writing a series of
aphorisms, or a list of observations, which would be more
profitably composed in prose form. This evaluation of my work comes
in handy as I commence to attempt to compile these works into an
ebook. Only certain types of poetic line breaks work well in
ebooks, whereas certain whole sentences usually seem more
compatible with ebook text flow. Because the loss of poetic line
breaks may change the effect of some works, some of the works may
vary from their originally-published forms and certain editing
liberties may be taken as I proceed to "translate" these poems into
prose.
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If I were to give my fifty-something
definition of Heaven, I would say that it is a time and place,
usually in our past, that seems like a Garden of Eden compared to
our current conditions. We can only know that we used to be in
heaven and cannot see heaven now. That is because human nature is
striving, and striving can never know its current bliss, but can
only, in repose, realize what bliss was. Heaven was very real, and
now, decades later, we are sufficiently distant from it to have a
clear view of it.

 


Like my previous book, “Living The
Zine Life,” this book has as its first goal to promote my rather
shameless egotism. But it also shares a secondary goal, to educate
the reader, through some biographical statements, and some
samplings of poetry, about how it felt to live and write in the
most electrifying stage of my life and the lives that were
artistically entwined with mine. (However, heaven, as I defined it,
has tendrils which reach into the present moment; and so while I do
pine for what I call “the glory days,” it must be pointed out, from
time to time, that wondrous arms from that past octopus of literary
bounty still extend forward to the present, making that literary
octopus a time traveler too.) And finally, this project seeks to
credit many heroes in my life for giving their life blood, life
energy, and often every ounce of intangible spirit, to the cause of
trying to build a cultural and literary world that would live on
after them and perhaps bring about some perverse utopia, even in
our own time.

 


Since those days many
critics have filled my ears with their dull sermons aimed at
discrediting what so many publishers I knew were trying to do. And
still others worry incessantly that our message went out to too
many people without the proper qualifications and without the
proper injunctions necessary to ensure writers worked diligently
enough. In short, a bunch of grumpy main-streamers are very worried
that we underground creeps had way too much fun, got a bit too much
glory and did not properly suffer to attain poetic precision and
perfectionism. They are, in short, unhappy that we reaped too much
undeserved ecstasy before chronic ill health, chronic madness or
death claimed us. They really wished we had fretted along with
them, hoping all along we would eventually succumb to their gospel
of control-freaking literary classism. But, at last, we were
recidivists, and no cure was ever found.

 


What made the prime of my
life so wonderful was the fact that getting published, in the
microcosm I existed in, happened organically, naturally and
holistically, without all the forced guidelines one sees in the
hideous document called Poet's Market and all such satanic
documents like it. Few of my associates were busy with today's
fawning workshop obsequiousness that, in the end, turns out too
often to be a series of pyramid schemes and bribery rackets. (It
would have been inconceivable to most of my early poetic friends to
pay hundreds or thousands of dollars to win the approval of poets
whose very essence was an almost infinite lack of life.) We
sauntered around town, from reading to reading, and publishers came
out of the woodwork, and not just underground zine publishers, but
mainstream journal publishers, and newspaper publishers, and groups
with real funding that printed thousands of copies per
issue.

 


Out-of-town publishers pilgrimaged to
our scene and recruited our works for printing in other parts of
the world. Reporters showed up in droves and wrote about us, which
resulted in more inquires which resulted in more publishing. I knew
people who had been published all over the planet and had gotten
far further than I ever did and never wrote a cover letter, never
even glanced at publishers' guidelines and never went to writers'
groups led by certain MFAs whose view of the world was
sleep-inducing at best.

 


The few people on this
planet who ever read my poem Heavy Slumming know what I mean by all
of this. I am meaning to say flatly that I hate the workaholism
that has devoured our world, and I am especially nauseated to see
it in poets; and I'm triply bored to see a parade of poets orbiting
around upper-middle-class, establishment, quasi-academic
gatekeepers. And I am mortified that they are, en-masse, starting
to tailor their writing in such a way as to not offend people who
are put off by anything that minimizes the supremacy of the kind of
leveled-down smugness that is sweeping its sunny-faced way through
every segment of our American life. Alas, too many people have the
same coaches now. Poetry risks becoming like pop music, a medium
now so devoid of eccentricity and human diversity that seven or
eight of the most famous pop singers look and sound identical. No,
no! Long live weirdos! The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan,
and Simon & Garfunkel, were remarkably different from each
other. But pop music now sounds like it's mass-produced in
factories. God help us, but poetry is going that way too. We are
ending up a nation of poets reading things like: “Tips for getting
your poems published: Avoid self-indulgence. Avoid the pronoun 'I'.
Keep your work brief. Try to include natural imagery,”
etc.

 


In conclusion, like my last book, I am
using this book to note that I come from a time and place that was
distinct. And one thing distinct about it was that they published
psychos, quite readily and with abandon. And those madmen and crazy
women did not have to come pleading for some ink to be splashed on
a page in their honor. Rather, the artist and the publisher surged
together toward some kind of dark light shining from multi-colored
coal beneath another kind of earth. I come from a time and place
where open mic readers could read a poem five pages long and
everyone suffered through it, perhaps like a crucifixion, if
necessary; and perhaps, if the light was right, the ordeal of the
poem saved us. But this salvation lacked the glib certainty of
born-again Christianity. Rather, it was a black and blue and gray
salvation, with splotches of red, and only a little white thrown
in.

 


What was so beautiful was
the casualness of it all. You got published on the way to the
supermarket. You got published when walking out of the bathroom of
a nightclub. You got published while lying in bed half drunk and
half strung out from the wrong combination of caffeine, booze,
cigarettes and sex.

 


Regret was a language we did not
speak. We did not hang our heads and fret like chastened, humbled
people who tried to get back into the good graces of the gods or
anyone else who thought they were something more than
human.

 


Perhaps there is some small chance
that a Heaven lies beyond this mortal coil, but even if it does
not, I want the reader to know I lived a little heaven while still
kicking around on this planet. It was a time when publishers
stalked the Earth.
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Richard Hack brought to our
scene a will to form a higher-production value magazine with sharp
editing and real heart. “Rico” and I got close because we were
regulars during the twilight years of The Cloud House, which had
become a boutique open mic for folks with a certain kind of
experimental sensibility.

 


There were seven or eight
of us regulars there: Me, Richard (Rico), Kush (the legendary
archivist, venue host and videographer of all things beat and
post-beat), a shy and quirky young poet named Matthew Rogers (who
later moved to a college neighborhood in Ann Arbor, Michigan),
Gabriel Levicky (a lanky, charming, Eastern European cab driver who
sported a bold, blue beret), Heddy, (Kush's girlfriend), and, from
time to time, Michael McClure, (who I later published back when I
ran Blue Beetle Press).

 


McClure had been world
famous for decades and was a friend of Kush's. And since the Cloud
House had become a very intimate
group, word never got
out that on some nights you could see McClure for free and up close
just by walking up to Kush's place. What was funny was, when in a
small group, McClure, a rather larger than life figure with some
real star-power, revealed himself to be a truly humble and gentle
person. In fact, he just wanted to come and listen to our
close-knit group, but I always cajoled him into reading for the six
or seven of us.

 


This microcosm bred much closeness,
and eventually me and Rico were drawn together and became lifelong
friends. He explained what he was trying to do with his magazine
Oxygen. He had been, in an earlier incarnation, an editor of a
prestigious journal in Chicago and carried himself in a dignified
and professional way. However, he also had the street in his blood
and could not be dragged into the turgid conventionalism of the
main-stream journals. He struck out on his own and produced a fine
product that promoted our scene, and did so with a proud and
earnest zeal. Oxygen lasted for many years and created a sense of
solidity and security for our genre.

 


Richard was, and remains, a
deeply spiritual person who has respect for all religions and
lifestyles, and yet remains in touch with his Jewish roots. He
cares deeply for his culture and for the traditions of his
forefathers. There were few things more rewarding than going up to
Rico's tenth floor apartment overlooking downtown and talking about
spiritual matters at length. His vast erudition and generous soul
made him a fountain of wisdom and compassion.

 


It goes without saying that Richard
was and is a liberal politically. But he is by no means a knee-jerk
liberal. He is one of the rare people who holds each belief system
accountable for being ultimately practical and non-corrupt. He was
never afraid to criticize the left when it got lost in hippie
incompetence and never hesitated to condemn the right for it's mad
greed and mind-numbing short-sightedness. He remains a stolid enemy
of fundamentalism in all its forms.

 


Richard, above all, is a loyal and
supportive friend, who, countless times, rose to the call of
friendship and did anything and everything he could to console and
help me during my seemingly endless rounds of physical maladies and
psychiatric traumas. I remain proud to count this publisher as a
close friend and a fantastic example of what it is to be fully
human.

 


(I would also like to take a moment to remember "Jedi Jim" who
moved to Homer, Alaska, where he passed away some years later. He
was an outlier who came to the Cloud House intermittently. I can
still picture him and his generous enthusiasm and friendliness.
Rico got word of Jedi Jim's passing and let me know, as he knew I
valued and remembered almost everyone who showed up in that
"underground poetry bunker.")

 


Works by Mel C. Thompson
published in "Oxygen"
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