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Bohemians, Bridges and Bolsheviks:
Radical San Francisco Before Flower
Power*
Anthony Ashbolt
University of Wollongong

San Francisco is not America; it’s what’s left of
America. It’s the Great Wall of China of America’s
forgotten promises! Here in San Francisco have
gathered all of society’s children, space-age
dropouts from the American dream, Horatio
Algers in reverse, descending from riches to rags
and gathering now on the corners of Grant and
Green in their beads and spangles and marijuana
smoke to watch the entire structure crumble.
(Jerry Kamstra, The Frisco Kid)

Kamstra’s words reverberate with imagery from the 1960s, yet
they are from a novel about Beat life in San Francisco during the
Fifties.1 The passage is but one example of the way in which the
city has been marked out as different, as a refuge, a depository
of discontent and cauldron of rebellion. Fervent leader of the
Christian anti-Communist crusade, Dr. Fred Schwartz, picked
out San Francisco in 1962 as a political Gomorrah of the
west coast thus presaging similar enlightened comments by
moral fundamentalists around twenty years later as the AIDS
crisis spread.2 And he even revealed his belief that Kruschev
“has chosen San Francisco as the headquarters of the world
communist dictatorship”.3 Yet, despite Schwartz’s paranoia,
the Communist heritage in the San Francisco Bay Area was
rich and qualitatively different from that elsewhere in America.
There is a tendency to promote national dimensions of activism
over regional distinctions and peculiarities. Sometimes and in
some places, however, the regional foundations of radicalism
are more powerful and penetrating than at other times and in
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other places. While it is doubtful that Kruschev had chosen San
Francisco for anything, he could have done worse.
San Francisco is more noted than most cities in America
historically as being open, progressive, tolerant, liberal and
bohemian. This has at least something to do with the city’s
historical status as the key city in the American west, an
“instant city” arising out of the feverish swirl of the Californian
gold rush.4 The sweeping Bay, the discrete and sometimes
colourful neighborhoods, a downtown still somewhat restrained
by international standards, an image of romance and adventure
and edginess (the abyss and cracks in the abyss never far
away), the sensation of being on the frontier in more ways than
one: all these characteristics have sustained San Francisco’s
popularity. And they have served as a magnet drawing the
disaffected, the marginalized, the deinstitutionalized, the dropout or dissident, the high-minded or those simply high on any
possible range of lifestyles, philosophies, technologies, natural
substances or chemicals. Often forgotten, however, is the fact
that the city’s reputation, its distinctive political culture, has
deep roots in the special role played there by radical and labour
movements. Without that historical framework, embodying a
strong tradition of both political and cultural radicalism, San
Francisco would not have figured so prominently both nationally
and internationally in the 1960s.
By the beginning of the twentieth century, San Francisco
was becoming identified as a “union town”, in contrast to its
Los Angeles cousin, which was an ”open shop” city.5 Labor had
organized effectively in San Francisco as early as 1849 and
by 1863 The Trade Union Council worked there on behalf of
fifteen unions.6 Carey McWilliams described San Francisco by
1900 “as not only the most tightly organized city in the United
States but as the stronghold of trade unionism in the United
States.”7 And the city was a culturally heterogeneous metropolis
compared to Los Angeles where foreign groups lived in isolation,
in part due to “landspread” and the fact that the harbour there
was not directly connected to the life of the city in the same
way as it was in San Francisco.8 This made the later struggle
of communists more difficult and more urgent in Los Angeles
than San Francisco because labour was on the way to becoming
integrated into the life of the latter city.9 San Francisco had
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forged the way in the eight hour day struggle beginning in the
mid 1860s.10 So when we arrive at the late nineteenth century,
the skilled trades, in particular, had been organized in San
Francisco. This was assisted by San Francisco’s remoteness, as
employers found it difficult to bring in skilled workers who were
non-union.11 Paradoxically, then, here was the frontier serving
solidarity rather than rugged individualism. Or to put it another
way, the frontier was a source of both collective struggle and
self-sufficiency. Nonetheless, the labour movement at the time
tended to be populist (in the Henry George style) rather than
revolutionary. Its language was radical, to be sure, but its
anti-monopoly convictions were conveyed partly through antiChinese propaganda.12
While this article focuses upon San Francisco, the Bay
Area as a whole cannot be ignored. Across the Bay from San
Francisco, Oakland was the base for the Socialist Party, and
its offshoot The Communist Labor Party (CLP) until the early
1920s. The arrest of around twenty movement leaders in
the Oakland area during the Palmer raids, together with the
gathering police suppression of radicalism there, helped shift
the centre of communism in California to San Francisco.13 And
it is important to note here the fact that the CLP (unlike the
CPUSA) had voiced some support for the Industrial Workers of
the World (IWW) because it is to the IWW that Kenneth Rexroth
later pointed as a crucial part of the radical anarchist heritage
that helped shape San Francisco’s unique political and cultural
role.14 Indeed, Anita Whitney, a leading communist in the
Oakland area and active in the formation of the CLP was arrested
in 1919 under California’s Criminal Syndicalism Act. During
the trial the prosecution tried to establish a close connection
between the CLP and IWW. Three years earlier, of course, two
close associates of the IWW – Tom Mooney and Warren Billings –
had been framed for the bombing of a Preparedness Day Parade.
It was against the IWW that the Government directed its most
vigorous attempts at suppression. Yet, in one of those curious
twists of fate, Anita Whitney was to become state Chairman
of the (official) Communist Party in 1936. And in 1939,
immediately after being released from San Quentin and granted
a full pardon by the Governor, Tom Mooney marched alongside
Harry Bridges in a celebratory parade in San Francisco. The
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Australian born Bridges, as we shall see, had become an iconic
figure of the city’s radical movement.
All of this is part of a larger story whereby communism
in the San Francisco Bay Area had a distinctly regional and
independent flavour. This is true also of communism in
California as a whole, whether in terms of the CLP or the
ascendant Communist Party (CPUSA). Organisationally,
Californian communism was somewhat independent of “outside
influence”, whether from national headquarters or Moscow, to a
degree rarely recognized.15 Ralph Shaffer has suggested that this
Californian story might be repeated in regions across America
but it does seem to be another case of Californian exceptionalism
and it is doubtful that other branches in America exerted as
much independence.16 This slice of regional exceptionalism is
repeated in the 1960s with Students for a Democratic Society
(SDS) in San Francisco becoming increasingly distanced from
the National Office shortly after it established a local office in
1965. Before long, it was proudly declaring its regional identity
and allegiance.17 The centre simply did not hold in ways that
national histories often pretend.
As Michael Kazin has argued, by 1920 San Francisco
was “the quintessential union town” with closed shops in many
industries.18 Yet not all was rosy in the field of labour and an
employer’s offensive, beginning in 1921, particularly against
longshoremen, sailors and construction workers produced
what Kazin even refers to as “an open-shop stranglehold”.19
The 1930s, however, witnessed a resuscitation of labour’s
fortunes and one event stands out in the struggle of organized
workers – the 1934 west coast longshoremen’s strike. The
strike’s leader was the wily Harry Bridges who is remembered
fondly (and honoured accordingly) to this day.20 Many Sixties
radicals were aware of Bridges, the 1934 strike and its historic
importance. Some saw themselves operating, to an extent, in
the shadow of its legacy.21 Thus at least one member of SLATE,
the liberal-left student organization established at Berkeley
in the Fifties, Herb Mills, was to become (quite deliberately) a
leading longshoreman, critic and poet who wrote eloquently
about the good old days in San Francisco.22 The connection
between the docks and the poets and other writers is itself a
fascinating subject.23 And another of those intriguing historical
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threads is provided by Harry Hay, founder of the homosexual
rights organization the Mattachine Society in 1950. Hay was on
his way to being radicalized as a young man when, during a trip
to San Francisco in 1934, he witnessed the maritime strike and
its accompanying battles on the waterfront.24 It was this event
that turned him to the Communist Party for it was there he
found his ideals of social justice being talked about and acted
upon. His ideals of sexual justice had to be buried for the time
being, as the Party had a strict prohibition policy. It is of more
than passing interest, however, that the founder of the modern
gay rights movement, which was to find its real home in San
Francisco, was radicalized fully by the maritime strike.
Bloody Thursday, July 5, 1934 etched itself indelibly on
the radical historic memory of San Franciscans. For this was
when police stormed picket lines and a raging battle ensued,
with the strikers using bricks and spikes against police guns,
clubs and tear gas.25 Two strikers were killed and scores were
injured. The National Guard was ordered in that night and the
dock area became an armed encampment, almost foreshadowing
the events of the 1969 People’s Park struggle across the bay in
Berkeley. Only the second general strike in American history
followed in the Bay Area but it did not spread along the coast
and was over in a few days. Yet the return to work did not
remove the resolve of the longshoremen who continued their
struggle with the waterfront bosses in more selective fashion.
Part of the longshoremen’s long and bitter conflict involved
a union-controlled hiring hall. This battle over the mechanism
of labour hire is precisely to do with not only the dignity of
labour but also with the culture of the docks, with removing the
‘shape-up’ system whereby employers chose “randomly” from
a group of workers every morning. While the strike produced
substantial gains in wages and hours, initially only partial
control of the hiring hall was achieved. This control, however,
was extended through future battles (including a 1936 strike)
and the hall became central to the vibrant political culture that
developed around San Francisco’s docks and even established a
degree of workers’ control that is rarely recognized and certainly
not replicated across other industries.26 Bridges was to emerge
in 1937 as leader of both the International Longshoremen’s and
Warehousemen’s Union (ILWU) and the Californian Congress of
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Industrial Organisations (CIO). His union was, amongst other
things, proudly multi-racial and this marked a new beginning
for the Californian labour movement.
The hiring hall, jointly controlled by unions and
employers, established the principle of a preferential dispatch of
union members. This centralized method of hiring engendered
a greater degree of contact between the longshoremen and
a collective spirit that extended into the bars and cafes and
general neighborhood surrounding the waterfront. Moreover,
the cooperative nature of their work – it was done by gangs
– and the skills and responsibilities involved, gave the men a
sense of on-the-job community and pride in their labour.27 In
short, the 1934 strike helped cement a vibrant working class
community on and around the docks. Like most other such
communities it was to be diluted if not obliterated during the
later days of suburbanization and mechanization but its legacy
remains imprinted upon the spirit of San Francisco. And, to
some extent, Bay Area radicals in the 1960s were trying to
revive something like that sense of community created around
the docks in the wake of the 1934 strike. This romantic sense
of belonging and identity was for many reasons dissipating
in the period following the Second World War.28 So it is not
insignificant that the radical critique of the 1960s played on
images to do with technocratic control, administrative efficiency,
dehumanization and alienation. In San Francisco and the Bay
Area as a whole, at least for some with historical memories,
this critique specifically signalled the yearning for the type of
community that had once existed on and around the docks.
Romantic longings of one sort or another (think just of the
pastoral sympathies of hippies) permeated Sixties discourse.
And it is not insignificant that two key events in hippie history
– the first big rock dance in October 1965 and the Trips
Festival over three nights in January 1965, were staged at the
Longshoremen’s Hall near Fisherman’s Wharf. The connections
between politics and culture can, indeed, be fascinating.29 This
is demonstrated clearly by the public projects involving manual
labour and art under Roosevelt.
Many artists were employed by the New Deal
administration in the 1930s and amongst their most memorable
works in San Francisco are the murals in Coit Tower. Some
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of the painters were members of the Communist Party and
influenced heavily by Mexican muralist Diego Rivera who had
been in San Francisco from 1930 to 1931.30 These muralists
were working in the Tower at the time of the longshore strike
and had a marvellous vantage point on Telegraph Hill from
which to observe the struggles on the waterfront below.31
Needless to say, workers’ battles became a central motif for
many, but by no means all, of the murals. Interestingly, the
Communist painters followed no national correct line. Rather,
they reflected upon local circumstance, reinforcing the relative
autonomy of the Californian and, in particular, San Francisco,
branches of the Party.32 The Roosevelt public works program
not only commissioned projects like dams, art works like the
COIT murals but also the Federal Writers Project of the Works
Progress Administration (WPA). One of the Writers Project
briefs was to produce a series of guidebooks for various cities,
including San Francisco.33 They constitute an invaluable
historical resource. The San Francisco guide, comprising
around 500 pages, remarks of the Coit murals that they “are
as a whole distinguished by a high level of craftsmanship”.34
Moreover, the Guide is remarkably well-informed about labour
history and politics: “San Francisco workers are proud of their
unions and jealous of union welfare. Employers estimate that
half the population of San Francisco consists of union members
and their families.”35 Written after the bitter 1934 conflict, the
sympathies of the authors are clear and the section on labour
ends cleverly with a quote from a local business leader stressing
the relative peace in San Francisco industry.36 This industrial
peace helped guarantee, amongst other things, completion of
the Oakland Bay and Golden Gate Bridges in 1936 and 1937
and the guide is detailed and eloquent in its description of them.
Take this passage on the Golden Gate:
When the two towers were finished, workmen clambering
along catwalks strung between them spun the giant cables
from tower to tower. Into the spinning of each of the cables
(which measure 361/2 inches in diameter) went 27,572
strands of wire no thicker than a lead pencil. To support
them, each tower has to carry a vertical load of 210,000,000
pounds from each cable and each shore anchorage block to
withstand a pull of 63,000,000 pounds. From these cables
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the bridge was suspended by traveler derricks invented to
perform jobs of this kind.37

The Life photographer Peter Stackpole (son of Coit muralist
and sculptor Ralph Stackpole) captured spectacularly work
on these bridges.38 And while on the subject of photography,
Dorothea Lange’s vivid studies of life without work in San
Francisco during the Depression were followed by her poignant
depictions of the deprivations of farm labour in California.39
Sadly, these photos still speak to our times.
Unlike other major cities, in San Francisco a New Deal
coalition of liberal and labour forces continued in the post-World
war II years and the unions were, to an extent, becoming built
into the administrative life of the city.40 This partial absorption
of labour into the mainstream boosted San Francisco’s image
as a progressive city even as it suggested a decline in working
class militancy.41 At the very time when structural changes
in capitalism and in everyday life were beginning to have a
profound effect upon old left organizations, McCarthyism and
cold war ideology generally intervened, threatening the survival
of radicalism throughout America.
In the late 1940s, the Communist Party in Northern
California, which had a membership of around 2500 to 3000,
operated from a labour base particularly in the maritime
industry.42 Unlike most regions in America, the leadership of
the Congress of Industrial Organisations (CIO) in the Bay Area
was leftist.43 Most interestingly, Bay Area (and Californian)
Communist leadership in the main did not go underground
during the 1950s. Elsewhere the CPUSA leaders had, in order
to avoid arrest, divorced themselves from the mass organization
and operated through underground channels.44 Jo Freeman has
observed that ”During the early years of the cold war the culture
of anti-Communism flourished in California…Concentrated in
Orange County, it reached even into the liberal Bay Area”45
And of course it did but the Bay Area was singularly equipped
to resist its charms as the famous protests against the House
Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) in May 1960 testify.
There existed there, even during the repressive 1950s, a sense
of the possibilities of struggle that had simply disappeared from
other regions. Thus Jessica Mitford has described a campaign to
desegregate housing in an Oakland suburb in the 1950s. It was
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led by the Civil Rights Congress, an organization that did not
dare rear its head on the east coast.46 All this is partly because
the CPUSA and its affiliates in the Bay Area were different. This
is another instance of radical exceptionalism.
Thus it was that the Bay Area regional Communist
strategy at the time departed from national directives. Rather
than adopting a ‘zero hour’ commitment that enforced a
policy of abandoning the party’s public face so as to resist the
“fascist” onslaught, some key Californian Communist leaders
tried to sustain communism’s open presence.47 Eleven leading
Californian Communists, including seven from San Francisco,
were arrested in 1951 and charged under Smith Act provisions.
The national headquarters of the Party was most displeased
that these figures had not obeyed the underground directives.48
Paradoxically, however, California lost only one third of its Party
membership in the years 1947–56, as against a two-thirds
national loss. Perhaps, then, the political strategy adopted on
the west coast generally and the Bay Area specifically was a
more appropriate response to McCarthyist intimidation. More
likely, however, it was a direct result of the political culture
in the Bay Area. Peggy Dennis, wife of the Communist leader
Eugene Dennis and herself an active member of the Party at
the time has remarked that coming out to California during
the McCarthyist period was “like a fresh breath” and that their
child was most upset when they had to return to New York.49
That child was Gene Dennis Jnr., who was to become a Sixties
activist in the Bay Area (working particularly with the Black
Panthers), a correspondent for People’s World and eventually a
longshoreman and a poet.
This is by no means to suggest persecution in the
period was absent. Kenneth Rexroth’s assertion in 1957 that
Congressional witch-hunters are virtually “run out of town” in
San Francisco, while prescient, overlooked the various trials
that did result in gaolings and also loss of jobs.50. Nonetheless,
the various HUAC hearings prior to 1960, in particular the
1959 hearings, did pave the way for strong resistance from
citizen and labour organisations. So in 1959 for the first time
in its history, HUAC dropped its subpoenas and abandoned the
witch-hunt in San Francisco.51 Nonetheless, there is a limit to
the number of shocks a political movement can withstand and
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the combination of McCarthyism, Kruschev’s revelations about
Stalin and the Soviet intervention in Hungary, left the CPUSA
in ruins by the late 1950s. Most who had gone underground
abandoned the party between 1956 and 1957, as the tension
between an underground leadership and the Kruschev and
Hungary crisis proved too great.52 Even in San Francisco
the Party’s influence, particularly in the labour movement,
had been cut back severely.53 Nonetheless, the Party’s paper
in California, People’s World, published in San Francisco,
persevered and retained a radical vision somewhat distant from
that coming out of CPUSA national headquarters. This enabled
it to enter the 1960s as a committed public organ rather than a
mere appendage to a minor sectarian force (although you would
never gather that from the vast majority of histories written by
the Sixties radicals themselves).54 People’s World carried along
a united front banner, endeavouring to appeal to a far wider
constituency than that of the Party membership. The paper “had
built an influential following” since 1938, through its relatively
undogmatic appraisal of events, especially in the field of labour
struggles and race relations.55 Indeed, as a consequence of
the McCarran Act requirement that Communist organisations
register with government, People’s World pretended to be
“independent and politically unaffiliated”. The same is true of
the youth wing of the CPUSA, the DuBois Clubs.56 It was People’s
World, according to editor Al Richmond, which established
an atmosphere within the Party congenial to an aboveground
presence. Significantly, its editor and many of its journalists
were to become sympathetic to Sixties radicalism. Take Carl
Bloice as an example. He was recruited by Robert Scheer to
manage his Congressional peace campaign for the Democratic
Party nomination in 1966. Why? Scheer contacted Richmond
and requested firmly that the local Communist Party provide an
organizer.57 Old left involvement in New Left campaigns has been,
in the main, underplayed in (if not excluded from) much Sixties
historiography.58 The most obvious absence in major histories
of the Sixties and the civil rights movement is Tracy Sims. She
was the key leader of the dramatic and successful campaign
against discriminatory hiring practices at the Sheraton Hotel
in San Francisco in 1964. Sims was a young black member of
the Du Bois Club, effectively the youth wing of the Communist
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party.59 The point is not to exaggerate the role of the old left in
the birth and growth of the radical Sixties in the Bay Area; it
is to remember that the new left there drew on a rich historical
tradition.
The Sixties counter-cultural heritage in the Bay Area has
been much more acknowledged. Yet its roots are even deeper
than sometimes conceded. As far back as the 1860s there was
a clear bohemian spirit nurtured by frontier adventurism.60
While initially connected to political radicalism, some of this
bohemianism veered off in a quirky direction as a subsidiary
element of ruling class life. This is captured by the trajectory
of the Bohemian club, established in 1872. One of its founders
at the time was the populist Henry George and it began as a
centre for writers and artists. By the beginning of the twentieth
century, however, it had become a wealthy man’s haunt.61 Yet
the bohemian spirit captured by some outside the Club and, in
particular, the San Francisco School of Design by the 1890s, is a
truer forerunner of later counter-cultural developments.62 Jack
London, Gelett Burgess, Gertrude Stein and Isadora Duncan are
just some of the influential names associated with the School.
And it was Jack London who inspired Harry Bridges, future
waterfront leader and key figure of the 1934 strike, to leave
his home in Australia and finally disembark in San Francisco
in 1920 carrying his beloved mandolin. Prior to the 1906 fire,
indeed, San Francisco had established a strong reputation as
the “Paris of America”. A bohemian element survived beyond the
fire but the axis then tilted quickly to Greenwich Village in New
York. It was to be many years before San Francisco recovered
its status at the cutting edge of cultural experimentation and
dissent.
The post–1945 years saw a prominent dissident culture,
closely connected to dissident politics, reconfigure in the Bay
Area. This “rebirth” of bohemianism is fuelled primarily by the
San Francisco Literary Renaissance but also by the creation of
community radio station KPFA. This station provided a crucial
outlet for cultural and political radicals, with Kenneth Rexroth,
for example, providing a weekly programme beginning in 1951.63
KPFA was established by the pacifist and humanist Pacifica
Foundation, a non-profit corporation formed in San Francisco
in 1946.64 In an age when art and music were increasingly
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subject to the manipulations of monopoly commerce, when
politics began to stink of repressive inquisitorial practices, KPFA
emerged as a beacon of rationality. It did much to provide time
for the sort of dissenting view that was to become prominent
in the Sixties. In particular, it provided clear scope for antiMcCarthy campaigners and San Francisco’s alternative culture
(including giving a “Sunday sermon” spot to Buddhist advocate
Alan Watts). That alternative culture was identified increasingly
as Beat (colloquially “beatnik”, following San Francisco Chronicle
columnist Herb Caen’s combination of beat and sputnik) but
more appropriately considered as part of a wider avant-garde
with the San Francisco Literary or Poetry Renaissance (or just
San Francisco Renaissance) at its core. Thus Rexroth and fellow
radical poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti tended to disapprove of the
“Beat Generation” label, preferring to see the Beats as a moment
in an avant-garde poetic regeneration.65
While Ferlinghetti, with his City Lights bookstore and
publishing house, was a key figure in that Renaissance, Rexroth
was arguably the motive force (its father figure, if you like). He
was close to communism in the thirties when he worked with
the Federal Writers Project, was “outdoor organizer” of the John
Reed Club, a member of the Artists’ and Writers Union, and
became particularly influenced by the IWW and what he saw
as its anarchist heritage.66 A turn towards pacifism distanced
him from this political stream during the Second World War but
fitted him neatly for the burgeoning activism of the post-war
years including his work with KPFA.
So by the middle of the 1950s San Francisco was once
again being seen as a cousin of Paris or, to borrow from John
Clellon Holmes, the Paris of the younger generation.67 Like
Paris, San Francisco was acting as a cultural magnet, drawing
people to it with the offer of something new and invigorating.
A regional perspective was beginning to triumph even over the
initial Greenwich Village sensibilities of Ginsberg and Kerouac.
Rexroth fomented this regionalism, even as Ferlinghetti at one
stage did not have much time for the “regional point of view”.68
Rexroth championed the cause of San Francisco to the point
where, for him, its only rival internationally, in the cultural
field, was Paris. While some fellow writers were keen to embrace
a wider Bay Area identity or one that at least included Berkeley

38

– the poet Robert Duncan, in particular, but also Kerouac in his
novel The Dharma Bums – Rexroth was a strict San Francisco
regionalist: “I always feel like I ought to get a passport every
time I cross the Bay to Oakland or Berkeley.”69 He suggested,
moreover, in his autobiographical novel that “the world pattern
of post-War II culture” was developed in San Francisco.70
This tends to bury New York abstract expressionism and the
New York jazz and experimental theatre scenes and their
significance cannot be understated. Nonetheless, there was an
important school of abstract expressionists in San Francisco
during the late 40s and beyond. It was centred initially around
the Californian School of Fine Arts and Clyfford Still, the major
non-New York exponent of abstract expressionism. At one
stage, Still was joined by Mark Rothko for two teaching terms.71
Indeed, the claim can be made that even after Still’s move to
New York in 1950 that San Francisco was “still, after New York,
the major source of avant garde painting of quality”.72 And one
of the painters, Hassel Smith (whom some elevate above Still as
”the most influential abstract expressionist in San Francisco”),
had a commitment to leftist politics and close connections with
the Literary Renaissance through poets like Rexroth and Robert
Duncan.73
Moreover, the coming together of poetry and jazz was
a significant cultural development. While the origins of this
conjunction lie in collaborations between Rexroth and Langston
Hughes in Chicago, there was later some experimentation
centred on Rexroth in the San Francisco John Reed Club. It
became very popular in the city during the Fifties particularly
around the poetry of Rexroth, Ferlinghetti and Kenneth
Patchen.74 Rexroth stresses the degree to which the poet had
to know and feel the music for the jazz/poetry performances to
work. He describes the difference between the scenes in New
York and San Francisco vividly:
…in every Greenwich Village coffee shop and bar for about
two years, all kinds of bums with pawn-shop saxophones
put together with scotch tape, and some other guy with
something called poetry, were, like, you know, blowing
poetry, man, dig? And it was unmitigated crap. It killed the
whole thing…There wasn’t anything like it in San Francisco
because we had done the thing in San Francisco…the stuff
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in New York was ridiculous, and of course it’s that whole
New York commercial scene. That was all it was for. To
make the tourists go to Greenwich Village.75

This distinction between the freedom and independent
creativity of San Francisco and the crass commercialism of New
York would resurface in the 1960s, particularly with regard
to the music. Yet the New York scene in the 1950s cannot be
reduced to mere commercialism. As Michael Schumacher in his
biography of Allen Ginsberg observes of 1950:
It was an exciting time to be in New York. An entire culture
of postwar avant-garde painters, musicians, writers, and
performing artists had taken root in the city. On any given
night, such Abstract Expressionist painters as Willem de
Kooning, Jackson Pollock, or Franz Kline might be seen
gathering with friends at the Cedar Tavern at Eighth Street
and University Place. Musicians such as Charlie Parker,
Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie, Coleman Hawkins, Gerry
Mulligan, and George Shearing kept late hours at jazz
clubs. Living Theatre founders Julian Beck and Judith
Malina anchored a diverse group of artists that included
dancer Merce Cunningham, avant-garde musician John
Cage, and painter/musician Larry Rivers.76

The jazz rhythms and cadences of Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl”
testify, in part, to this New York debt even though the poem was
written in San Francisco and Berkeley, initially performed in
San Francisco at the Six Gallery and subsequently (in slightly
censored form) broadcast on KPFA.77 “Howl” was, indeed, a San
Franciscan event that generated a celebrated obscenity trial
and presaged the Sixties in more ways than one. It championed
sexual liberation, savaged machine civilization and its debris
of mental torture, hinted at anarchist critique (with fond
gestures towards communism), engaged in a politics of play and
generally subverted the norms of society, poetry, good taste and
common sense in a powerful and passionate fashion.78 Master
of ceremonies at the Six Gallery reading was Kenneth Rexroth
and he stressed on the night San Francisco’s role as a dissident
enclave within conformist America.79 Another performer at the
Six Gallery event, Philip Lamantia, noted later a particularly
important aspect of the San Francisco Renaissance – its
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strong environmental consciousness combined with a radical
mysticism and anarchism.80 The environmentalism has strong
Californian roots dating back to John Muir and the Sierra
Club. Yet it was also linked to a growing awareness of native
American practices and these, in turn, fuelled the mysticism
(also nurtured strongly by Zen Buddhism).
In his now famous “San Francisco Letter”, Rexroth
referred to the “San Francisco Renaissance and the New
Generation of Revolt and our Underground Literature and
Cultural Disaffiliation”.81 Such a pastiche of images both
reminds one of the opening quote in this article from Jerry
Kamstra’s novel and points directly to the Sixties experience.
According to Rexroth the “underground culture” was not
underground in San Francisco but “dominant – in fact almost all
there is”.82 So here it is again (and hardly for the last time) – San
Francisco as a place where dissidence can be seen openly, be
above ground, can dare to speak its name. That dissidence and
subversion of the dominant ethos of everyday life was political,
cultural and sexual even if all its participants were not aware
of the interconnections.83 Thus it was that the obscenity trial
surrounding Ginsberg’s book Howl and Other Poems, published
by City Lights, brought to the surface many issues about free
speech, the function of art, sexual politics and the degradation
of life which were to reappear prominently in the 1960s.84
Rexroth attributed the exuberant qualities of San
Francisco to a number of factors, some of which have already
been alluded to: the city’s radical political heritage; the pacifist
orientation of many intellectuals, partly due to the large number
of conscientious objectors who came there after serving in nearby
detention centres during the Second World war; the existence of
an “independent and skeptical labor force” made up of mobile
workers like longshoremen and seamen; the absence of racial
conflict and an affluent laissez-faire character of life; and finally
an artistic community that was part of the working class rather
than a sub-set of academia.85 The latter reference was an acerbic
barb directed at the New York poetry establishment, whose
representatives despised those associated with the Beats.86 It
is hardly surprising, indeed, that Rexroth singles out New York
for stiff criticism. And, as already noted, it is fascinating to see
similar criticisms developed by San Francisco cultural radicals
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in the 1960s.
Admittedly, a regionalist perspective, particularly one as
intense as Rexroth’s, is risky. Yet only a few years after Rexroth’s
1956 “San Francisco Letter”, regionalism and radicalism were
intertwined in extraordinary ways. One can point readily to
Greensboro, North Carolina, and then San Francisco in 1960.
One can also point to Ann Arbor, Michigan, which helped spawn
the Port Huron statement (2012 marks its fiftieth anniversary)
or Madison, Wisconsin, which nurtured a generation of radical
historians. Yet one can keep pointing to San Francisco and the
Bay Area throughout the 1960s. It became, to use the words
of Henri Lefebvre, “a counter-space…against power and the
arrogance of power, against the endless expansion of the ‘private’
and of industrial profitability…”87 The roots of this “counterspace” lie in the special radical history of that city by the Bay.
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