
 Appendix IV

 Catalyst: The First Gay Literary Press

 



 
 “Catalyst: a substance that initiates or accelerates a chemical reaction … something that causes an important event”

 — Princeton WordNet

 

 



 One sunny summer day in the late 1960’s, I was sitting quietly at a big table in a spare basement room with eight or ten “editorial committee” members of something called Catalyst, a competent, rather dull literary magazine produced by graduate students at the University of Toronto. I and my friend and fellow poet Michael Higgins, both newcomers, were the non-academics of the group.


 Above ground, birds were singing and hippies were playing slow-motion frisbee on the lawn, but in our editorial offices, which bore a depressing resemblance to Hitler’s bunker in its last days, we were aware only of the interminable droning of our “Lady Chairman” (there were no chairpersons in those innocent times). She was holding forth on her favourite theme, the pressing need for a writers’ lounge. She had been thinking out loud on this and other subjects for at least half and hour – a performance made no easier to endure by an unfortunate facial tic which jerked her features into a momentary convulsive rictus about every sixty seconds.


 As she drifted into another of her pet subjects – the many and subtle connotations of the word “catalyst,” I caught the rolling eye of the only one of my academic colleagues I felt friendly enough to have a coffee with, a burly British ex-paratrooper called John Holland. Clearly, he was in silent torment. When our leader ran out of things to say about “catalyst” and returned to the need for “a clean, bright place where readers as well as poets can come sit and enjoy themselves,” I interrupted, suggesting that this sounded like the sunroom of a good lunatic asylum.


 Holland’s Pan-like features brightened into a machine-gun burst of chuckling. The ever-silent Higgins blushed. Everyone else looked nervous. Our Chairman’s parents donated much of the operating capital for the magazine and this was why everyone was so patient with her. I had violated an unspoken rule; clearly, things could never be the same. It was the end of an era – and more to the point, the end of term, with some committee members shifting their attention to exams and others preparing to abandon Catalyst and the halls of academe altogether. The bunker was ripe for a coup. By autumn, we three Englishmen had taken over. Our pensive Chairman and the others moved on, and so did the philanthropic parents. 			


 Our British triumvirate published one more issue of the magazine before my two colleagues dropped out. I might have done the same if the Gay Liberation movement hadn’t come along. It was long overdue as far as I was concerned; I had tried to get a gay group off the ground a few years before while I was helping a friend run a weekend campus coffee house, but few gays or lesbians, on campus or off, dared to come out publicly. Then, inspired by the Stonewall riots in 1969, the first Gay Liberation group in Canada was formed, just in time to coincide with a nationalistic outbreak of Canadian literary publishing. The time seemed right to transform Catalyst from an unremarkable, college-based journal into a publishing house specializing in books and chapbooks of new gay poetry and fiction. I had very little money and virtually no publishing experience.


 Over the next ten years I published thirty titles by Canadian, U.S. and British writers. Apart from a short period working in an art college in England, I earned my living as a freelance writer based in Toronto and New York. As freelancing provides a precarious and meagre income for all but a few, there was never much money for me or for the press. Fortunately, my habit of amassing and selling unusual book collections paid some of the bills. I learned how to economize and acted as my own staff – everything from editor and chief designer to parcel wrapper and travelling salesman.


 My main criticisms of many of the existing small presses were that too often their products looked unnecessarily shoddy and unattractive, and that little real effort was made to distribute them. I wanted to publish attractive-looking books at low prices and to get them into the hands of readers starved for good gay writing. I wasn’t interested in commercial books but in literary writing that wouldn’t be published unless I did it.


 When I began, big houses too often excised anything suggestive of homosexuality, and even small, noncommercial presses were less receptive to gay writing than they are now. The gay presses that later began sprouting up had not yet been seeded. House of Anansi, one of the most adventurous of the new Canadian publishers, had issued my own Year of the Quiet Sun in 1969, but its co-director, Dennis Lee, was exceptional. A few years before, his Muddy York Press had published (with help from Margaret Atwood) Edward Lacey’s first collection of poems, The Forms of Loss, the first openly gay book to be printed in Canada. Lacey, born in Lindsay in 1937, had been expelled from the University of Toronto, for reasons which remained obscure: one graduate student told me Lacey had entered their dining hall wearing a piece of sod on his head (a relatively minor transgression, it seemed to me). After three years of psychiatric care, he had suddenly vanished, perhaps into the interior of South America. I wondered about him.


 The first Catalyst titles were by young Toronto writers (gay, straight, bisexual: ultimately, I was concerned more with the quality and freshness of the work than the purported sexuality of the authors). Richard Phelan and Wayne McNeill were high school students when Catalyst released their first books. Michael Higgins, a North of England lad, was an habitué of Yorkville, Toronto’s briefly popular hippy haven. Graham Jackson was an aspiring playwright when Catalyst published his stylish, bitter-sweet stories and his Dance As Dance, the first book of dance criticism in Canada. (I quickly learned that in the minuscule province that is dance criticism, to give notice of a colleague is merely to encourage a rival. There were few reviews.)


 The roster of unknown Canadians included the B.C. writer Judith Crewe whose The Ancient and Other Poems came unsolicited in the mail. There were two American poets on the list, with very different styles. The dour observer of urban mores George Whitmore was later to become a member of New York’s Violet Quill coterie which also included Edmund White and Andrew Holleran. The most romantic of classicists, Thomas Meyer was the long-time amanuensis of the Jargon Society, Jonathan Williams’ North Carolina literary press, renowned for its fine design and dogged promotion of such diverse poets as Lorine Niedecker, James Broughton and Alfred Starr Hamilton. (Jargon Society had published Irving Layton’s breakthrough book A Red Carpet for the Sun and two other Layton titles in the 1950’s.) There was also a duo of seasoned English men-of-letters, Kenneth Hopkins (born 1914) and Oswell Blakeston (born 1907).


 Kenneth Hopkins had been the friend and semi-official biographer of the Powys brothers. A chronicler of the Poets Laureate, he had made his living as a freelance writer for many years, publishing mystery stories and sundry commissioned volumes including one in which he took a particular perverse pride, a pseudonymous quickie biography of Liberace. In an early letter to me, Kenneth described himself as “a woman lover, rather glum than gay (though with many gay friends).” He was certainly an enthusiastic lady-fancier but when planning to visit Toronto, he asked if I could suggest “a very cheap motel or rooming house within striking distance of you and in a good run-down red-light district full of pink youths…” The book Catalyst published, The Dead Slave, a clever pastiche of Martial, reflected Kenneth’s occasional appreciation of the boys, as well as his ability to imitate just about anyone’s poetic style. Kenneth took teaching jobs where he could get them and we were able to meet on the banks of the Rideau during one of his summer stays at Carleton University. He had a number of Canadian interests and through his own small press, Warren House, published a volume of poems by the venerable Jacob Jehosaphat Mountain, the Norfolk-born versifier who became the first Anglican Bishop of Quebec.


 Oswell Blakeston was an equally prolific author with over a hundred books to his credit, on subjects that included Edwardian glamour cooking, zookeepers, the island of Heligoland, and cats with paid jobs. He received his invitation to publish with Catalyst by bending over on the street outside his house. As he came out of his door one morning he saw a letter on the sidewalk “right where the dear little postman had dropped it” and picked it up. It was addressed to him – a message from me asking to publish his novella Pass the Poison Separately. This could easily have been an incident from one of Oswell’s own elliptical writings. The book got very good reviews, one of which hailed “this talented young Canadian author.” He had been a well-known writer in Britain for decades.


 A favourite drinking companion of Dylan Thomas, Oswell had been a pioneer of British avant-garde films, had cruised the streets with Eisenstein and been propositioned – on a different evening – by Aleister Crowley. His many volumes of innovative fiction and poetry included Hop Thief (1959) the first novel with an index, and The Cat with the Moustache (1935), the first popular book to discuss hallucinogenic drugs. Oswell was also a painter, exhibiting in butcher shops and prestigious Finnish galleries. His partner, the painter Max Chapman, had been a protegé of Oscar Wilde’s artist friends Charles Ricketts and Charles Shannon. 	


 I was determined that Catalyst books would be attractive as well as inexpensive, and enlisted a varied roster of artists, including the highly respected Illinois designer A. Doyle Moore; Wilton David, an eccentric, transsexual illustrator from Louisiana; New York street activist Ralph Hall whose drawings were influenced by the psychedelic art of the Sixties; and a young Toronto student, Lennel Goodwin. With them on board, we even won some prizes for design.


 In the early 70’s I began seeking out and collecting books and chapbooks by the new generation of poets who were enthusiastically casting off the old taboos against queer content. These I reviewed regularly in The Ivory Tunnel, a column I contributed to the Toronto-based newsmagazine The Body Politic. My growing chapbook collection fed my novice publishing projects and by 1973 I was able to edit an anthology of the best of the Stonewall generation, alongside older out-of-the-closet writers like Tennessee Williams, Thom Gunn, Kirby Congdon and Christopher Isherwood. The Male Muse was published by John and Elaine Gill’s Crossing Press in Trumansburg, New York, publishers of the binational little magazine New American & Canadian Poetry. 


 By 1974, I was spending much of my time in New York City, and in the Fall of that year, I walked into Penn Station and spied a slim, dark, long-haired boy standing on a large cabin trunk and gazing around the station like a lost waif. It was Gavin Dillard and this was our first meeting. I had wanted to publish his poems as soon as I’d read them that summer while visiting Jonathan Williams and Tom Meyer in Yorkshire. Jonathan told me they’d been written by a boy from his own hometown, Asheville, North Carolina, and showed me some strange photographic self-portraits the teenage author had sent. I wrote to Gavin asking for more of his writing. When it came, I offered to publish a small book as soon as I got back to New York City. Gavin wrote back from Asheville asking if he could come to New York and work on the book with me. So, here I was, helping this raven-haired Rimbaud lug his worldly belongings into a cab and up the stairs to the second floor flat on St. Marks Place over the Gem Spa – not a health club but a magazine shop that stocked anarchist newspapers. We lived there together while working on Twenty Nineteen Poems and a second book, Rosie Emissions, published later and printed out West. Gavin later moved to California where he became an escort to the famous and closeted, eventually publishing a delicious, tell-all memoir, In the Flesh. 


 Our first days in New York coincided with the middle of winter; typically for New York the apartment house’s boiler had broken down and Gavin and I had to manipulate huge bowls of steaming water from the kitchen stove to pour into a bath. We could have bought an electric fire, but published Twenty Nineteen Poems instead. I remember our crunching through the snow (Gavin wearing novelist Wallace Hamilton’s overcoat, some few sizes too big, me in my regulation-issue leather bike jacket) and stopping to peer into the window of an East Village gift shop, trying to go in but finding the women inside too wary to unlock the door, convinced that two such dubious-looking characters were intent on robbing them.


 Anyone who has tried to sell books – or anything – door to door has to be able to shrug off rejection. Bookshop personnel have an endless list of reasons why they won’t stock the particular goods you’re offering. If your wares are saddle-stitched productions, though store managers don’t actually hiss “Spineless!” they nonetheless claim they have no way to display them. Or they drawl, affecting an air of disdain, “Poetry doesn’t sell!” When confronted with this line, it is futile to point out that the book you’re offering is a collection of short stories. With booksellers, as with publishers, the ostensible reasons don’t mean a thing; only the refusal – or the acceptance – is real.


 Merely being a small press with no distributor is often enough in itself for a refusal – “too much paperwork.” Or: “Oh, you’re from Canada? We had a Canadian book here once. Didn’t sell.” And of course, the all too frequent resistance, in those days, to anything gay. I remember taking Gavin’s Rosie Emissions to the now defunct Small Press Book Center just off Christopher Street. The cover of the book featured the comely author naked to the hips. “Frontal nudity!” they gasped. “We couldn’t possibly put that on our shelves.” I pointed out that two-piece bathing costumes for gents had long gone out of style. No sale. Another well-known store cheerily ordered a dozen copies of Tom Meyer’s Uranian Roses, only to refuse delivery of them later. And of course, the big publishers always got paid first, with little left over for anyone else.


 Even in the few gay bookshops, one’s wares had to conform to certain sometimes annoying standards. Gay’s the Word in London, England, would carry nothing overtly Christian. Manhattan’s Oscar Wilde Memorial Bookshop was careful to stock no volume containing the word “nigger.” Owner Craig Rodwell was roused to indignation whenever he encountered this word (or any of his other proscribed terms) and all books were scrutinized for offensive verbiage, regardless of context. James Baldwin’s works were among those that seldom made it past the censorship stage. But Rodwell liked me because I had been, like him, a gay activist before Stonewall, and because I never lectured him on how he should display my books in his shop. (For me, getting them actually displayed on store shelves was triumph enough.) I suppose the apparent absence of the word “nigger” from any Catalyst publication may also have stood me in good stead.


 Not all my tribulations came from booksellers. Equally exasperating were the printers who put books together with pages in the wrong order, and the writers who posted unsolicited manuscripts (often of major length) while neglecting to enclose return postage – or, almost as bad, sent U.S. stamps to my Canadian mailing address. They were politely informed that as the United States had lost the War of 1812, Canada remained a separate country; their U.S. stamps had been forwarded to American prisoners.


 One day I received an unexpected phone call. “This is Ed Lacey,” said a voice like dry paper about to ignite. The mystery man of Canadian letters was making a brief stopover in Toronto before returning to South America as English tutor to the former President of Brazil. Lacey apparently had a new manuscript – the distillation of twenty years of poems, many of them with gay themes and Latin American or North African settings. He had been planning to publish them himself, he said – the book had even been sent to the printers – but had decided distribution would be too much for him to handle. His friend John Robert Colombo had suggested I might be able to help. “I’ll publish it!” I blurted into the phone. “You haven’t seen it yet!” Lacey reminded me.


 We met in a room in my parents’ basement that served as Catalyst’s warehouse. Like William Burroughs, Lacey had a dry humour but seldom smiled. Thin, and oddly pale for a world traveller, he never seemed to quite relax. Leaning forward in his chair, he alternated between listening intently and fidgeting with the typescripts he had brought with him. It was difficult to tell whether he was intrigued by our conversation or anxious to excuse himself and drift out the door. “I do not consider myself a poet by profession,” he told me, “Poetry is a sort of by-product of my life…Insomnia has always been my muse.”


 Edward never stayed in Canada long enough to overcome his mental picture of the country as the frigid, joyless wasteland he had experienced in the 1950’s and he soon fled once again for parts unknown, having agreed that Catalyst would take over distribution duties from his own (stillborn) Ahasuerus Press. Path of Snow thus became the first of his two Catalyst books. They are Canadian (and gay) classics, though still little-known, largely because of the author’s self-effacing nature and the fact that he preferred cheap hotels in Lima to literary soirées in New York.


 I was constantly trying to get grants and perks for Catalyst’s writers. At one point, during one of my stays in England, the possibility of British publication for some of them was suggested by Brian Atkinson, a English literary agent I came to refer to as Mr. Mutual. I was skeptical of success, but willing to lend an ear. When we met in a London pub, Brian turned out to be a married man of sixty plus, randy as a goat, and with something of a one-track mind. The English prospects of Catalyst authors soon evaporated in a beery haze as Brian, making a necessary run for the lavatory stalls, laid a couple of meaty hands on my forearms and attempted to drag me in there with him. “Come on in for a bit of mutual!” he whispered with a chummy leer. “Mutual” was Brian’s familiar term for what the English call “helping a friend out,” my erstwhile agent’s preferred form of sexual activity. As it happened, he had no luck, either with me or with finding publishers for Catalyst’s authors. Full marks for trying though.


 Then there were the two Henrys. Literary publishing, being utterly noncommercial, tends to rely on subsidies of one sort or another, but benefactors are few. The two Henrys were two separate potential patrons in the city of New York who shared a first name and an interest in gay writing of the hotter sort. The first Henry was Henry Geldzahler, New York City’s Commissioner of Cultural Affairs and a much-publicized friend of art and artists. He had a particular liking for the erotic poems of Dennis Cooper, whose first full-length poetry manuscript, Idols, I was then trying to finance. Henry G. invited me to visit him at his offices and I was hoping that he might at least put me on the track of some funding for Dennis’s book. As it happened, he looked at me in a slightly frightened way, listened to my remarks about Catalyst, cast a glance at the books I had brought for him, and literally ran from the room, claiming a pressing appointment with the mayor. Dashing past me, he tossed me a twenty dollar bill (worth more then of course) as though throwing a bone to a dog, gasping “Send me some books!” I left the samples I had brought on his table. Later I told my fellow poetry publisher Jonathan Williams what had happened. “Well,” said the voice of experience, “I’ve known Henry for twenty years and that’s twenty dollars more than I’ve ever gotten out of him.” Idols was eventually published by Felice Picano’s Seahorse Press, with Catalyst as the Canadian co-publisher.


 The Second Henry was Henry Sofejko, a rich socialite who spent most of his money on the pursuit of venery. One night he showed up, rather tipsy, at a bookstore poetry reading accompanied by a handsome, expensively dressed youth. After the proceedings, he invited me to join him and his young friend at the piano bar of the elegant Carlyle Hotel. He indicated a handsome cheque would be forthcoming for future Catalyst endeavours.


 After causing a scene with the major-domo, Henry S. led our little party to a centrally-placed table and proceeded to regale nearby patrons with an anecdote about how he had just picked “Julian” up on the street. As Henry held forth excitedly, I turned to make small talk with his boyfriend. “Julian,” it turned out, was not his real name and Henry had apparently spun the same pointless story on previous occasions. Doug, a.k.a. Julian soon began to tell me about the play he was writing. This seemed to infuriate the now sulking Henry, who scowled at me and flew into a rage. “What are you saying to him?” he demanded, as though we had been plotting his overthrow, which might not have been such a bad idea. As the hotel pianist gamely tried to make himself heard and the other patrons started grabbing their furs and slipping away in groups, I realized that whatever reason Henry had for inviting me into his evening, no cheque, handsome or otherwise, would be forthcoming. I excused myself as politely as I could. As I stood up, Henry, now thoroughly inebriated, convulsed himself in
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