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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Talk to anyone who knew Thom Gunn and one of the first things they’ll tell you is that the man could laugh. ‘His laughter, pumped by one of his heavy motorcycle boots thumping the floor, contained the raucous completeness of life,’ writes W. S. Di Piero.1 It is ‘sudden, open, childishly joyful – as well as loud enough to triumph over the din at any restaurant in San Francisco,’ writes Wendy Lesser.2 ‘He laughs a great deal, very loudly, with rumbustious pleasure. He enjoys any hint of the vulgar or the tasteless,’ Clive Wilmer records.3 ‘Even when he was sober he had an enormous laugh, one that would often turn heads in public places,’ remembers August Kleinzahler.4 When not sober, Gunn was even more voluble. One time he swung by a party at Kleinzahler’s apartment, plopped down on the sofa next to an unsuspecting young woman in a black velvet and gold Christmas dress, and boomed, ‘I’ve been shooting speed for three days. I feel like I could fuck Hitler!’

         Talk to anyone who knew Thom Gunn and one of the next things they’ll tell you is that, no, he didn’t talk about his mother. In fact, he didn’t talk all that much about troubles of any kind. ‘Whether it’s his being English, or his mother’s suicide …’ Mike Kitay, his partner of five decades, told me, his voice trailing off. ‘I always thought it was the mother’s suicide, because he didn’t want anything heavy. He couldn’t handle anything heavy. He wanted it light.’5 Lightness characterised much of their domestic life. ‘Just before he swallowed a mouthful of food, he’d show it to you. YECH! The more grossed-out you were, the harder he’d laugh. Thom liked to shock. No, loved to shock. But that, of course, wasn’t just at home.’6 That great, chesty, boisterous laugh was one piece of armour, as was his desire for silliness and xvishock. After he retired from teaching in 1999, ‘Thom kept saying how happy he was,’ Kitay writes. ‘He said it often; too often and too loudly. […] He needed people to think he was happy. And mostly he appeared happy, even manic.’7 But sometimes the mask slipped. ‘Certainly in our conversations towards the end of his life,’ Di Piero remembers, ‘I don’t want to make it sound as if he turned melancholy – that wasn’t it – he was just a little quicker to bring up subjects that tended to deal with melancholy.’8 Such reticence was typical Gunn: not a cri de coeur; barely worth mentioning. But his friends noticed. 

         
            1. W. S. Di Piero, ‘A Symposium on Thom Gunn’, Threepenny Review 102 (Summer 2005), 8.

            2. Wendy Lesser, ‘Thom Gunn’s Sense of Movement’, Los Angeles Times (14 August 1994), 18.

            3. Clive Wilmer, ‘Thom Gunn: The Art of Poetry LXXII’, Paris Review 135 (Summer 1995), 145.

            4. August Kleinzahler, ‘Thom Gunn’, in Sallies, Romps, Portraits, and Send-Offs: Selected Prose, 2000–2016 (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2017), 21.

            5. Mike Kitay, interview with the author, 13 October 2018.

            6. Mike Kitay, ‘A Symposium on Thom Gunn’, 13.

         

         Gunn detested the confessional. His work exhibits a certain anonymity out of kilter with much modern, post-war poetry on both sides of the Atlantic. ‘This seems to upset many reviewers, American especially, of Gunn’s poetry over the years,’ Kleinzahler writes. ‘They suggest that Gunn is a very cold chap, indeed, an emotional husk of a man. Presumably, they want to know why he isn’t coughing up his guts all over the page as is the custom in contemporary American poetry.’9 Gunn found his mother dead in December 1944: she had gassed herself, leaving her two teenage boys to find her. Some forty-seven years later Gunn wrote ‘The Gas-poker’, the only poem that deals directly with his mother’s death. Though he was at last able to write the poem, its writing did not make him more open or encourage him to talk about his mother. As Kitay reflects, ‘I think Clive says somewhere that, oh, now he can come out with it, finally. Yes, that’s true in the poem. But I don’t think it was true in any other way. He certainly didn’t talk about it. He didn’t talk about it before, he didn’t talk about it afterwards. I’m not even sure I heard him say “suicide”.’10 The poem itself is no confessional outpouring: it is in third rather than first person; it makes use of allegory and suggestion in its image of the classical flute; its tone is as stark and distant as we might expect. As one friend suggests, ‘He was clearly traumatized, for life, by his mother’s suicide.’

         Talk to anyone who has read Thom Gunn and one of the first things they’ll mention is that his poems speak to them on a personal level. This is true of all poets who cut us to the quick, but with Gunn it seems all the more remarkable given the distance and reserve that we have come to associate with his work. Gunn kept a handful of fan letters. One of them begins: ‘A letter of gratitude. And joy, the kind of joy one can feel, when having your inner emotions expressed verbally, that is the joy I have felt reading your poetry for over xviiten years now. […] One of my favourites from Passages is “Selves”, such tenderness, I feel caressed by your language as I read it.’11 Readers relate to Gunn because they can sense both hurt and the desire or need to hide it. Gunn may have buried his mother’s suicide, and for a long time he also had to conceal his homosexuality. Publication of openly gay poems in the 1950s would have been illegal, and may well have brought his publisher to court; had that happened, Gunn certainly would not have made it to the United States. Instead he was forced to write poems such as ‘The Allegory of the Wolf Boy’, in which the boy leads one life by day, another by night. Today the poem has a clear queer reading, but in 1956 when it was written, Gunn had to appeal to a broader idea of doubleness – or ‘sad duplicity’ – so as not to arouse suspicion. As he wrote to his close friend Tony White midway through its composition, ‘It is about queerness – or rather a certain type of queerness – but I think it is acceptable, because the allegory applies equally to any person who lives one life and fails to connect it to the life he really wants.’12 This is typical of Gunn: to take a problem so deeply, personally affecting and to turn its focus outwards; just as he did, some thirty years after ‘Wolf Boy’, with his series of AIDS elegies. 

         
            7. Kitay, ‘A Symposium on Thom Gunn’, 13.

            8. Di Piero, interview with the author, 10 October 2018.

            9. Kleinzahler, ‘The Plain Style and the City’, Threepenny Review 60 (Winter 1995), 16.

            10. Kitay, interview with the author, 13 October 2018.

         

         ‘Wolf Boy’ is one of Gunn’s first major poems to deal with his obsession with doubles; an obsession that is difficult not to read biographically. Gunn was not just the leather-jacket-wearing, motorbike-riding tough that he is sometimes made out to be; nor the rambunctiously laughing, happy-go-lucky bon vivant that he often showed to the world. He once laughed about a profile piece in an American magazine: ‘how can I complain,’ he writes, when the interviewer ‘falls so completely for the personality (I realize) that I project. (He never utters an unkind word, he has no troubles.) Very nice.’13 Gunn’s friend and fellow poet Jim Powell writes tellingly about this projected personality:

         
            Thom Gunn had no side (except when he chose to deploy it), leading many to mistake him for his garb (which was not front but surface), or for his stance, for his reserve. What he did have was depth, gulfs of it, ‘intimate with [its] slaty cold.’ Once I delighted him by quoting Herakleitos on the Delphic Oracle: oute legei oute kruptei alla semainei – who ‘neither explains nor conceals but makes a sign.’14

         

         
            11. Jørgen Frey to TG, 7 June 1988, Thom Gunn Papers, BANC MSS 2006/235, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley. Hereafter Gunn MSS.

            12. TG to Tony White, 21 April 1956, below.

            13. TG, ‘DIARY, vol 5: Sep 1986–Dec 2000’, Gunn MSS.

            14. Jim Powell, ‘A Symposium on Thom Gunn’, 9. The quotation ‘intimate with its slaty cold’ is from TG’s poem ‘The Antagonism’ (BC 5–6).

         

         xviiiIn his correspondence, as in his poems, this depth is obvious. If letters are now a largely defunct genre, they had been for many people – and for Gunn especially – a chance to open up to those you most like, love and trust; a chance to speak plainly of what you think, feel and observe. Gunn’s remarkable letters neither explain nor conceal – though they may err towards concealment – but signal his large, generous intelligence: both a literary and humane intelligence nurtured not only through books but through his range of experiences and friendships. As his readers, we are familiar with the values at the centre of his work: trust, openness, acceptance, innocence. As readers of his correspondence, we become aware of the value at the centre of his life. Friendship, Gunn remarks, ‘must be the greatest value in my life. […] I write about love, I write about friendship. Unlike Proust, I think that love and friendship are part of the same spectrum. Proust says that they are absolutely incompatible. I find that they are absolutely intertwined.’15 If Gunn’s poems at times feel like acts of friendship then his letters will strike a familiar note.

         
            *

         

         Thom Gunn was born in Gravesend, Kent, in 1929. He spent much of his childhood between Kent and Hampstead. His parents divorced when he was ten; he was fifteen at the time of his mother’s suicide. In 1950, after two years of national service, he went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, to read English.

         In Cambridge he came to terms with his homosexuality and fell in love with his lifelong partner, an American called Mike Kitay. Gunn wrote his first book, Fighting Terms, while at Cambridge and it was published in 1954. That year, Kitay returned to the USA and Gunn followed him, taking up a creative writing fellowship at Stanford University. In 1958, after a year teaching in San Antonio and another two working towards a PhD at Stanford, Gunn began teaching at the University of California, Berkeley. He gave up tenure in 1966, took some years away from the classroom, and returned in 1975 to teach one semester a year until his retirement in 1999.

         Eight major collections followed Fighting Terms: The Sense of Movement (1957), My Sad Captains (1961), Touch (1967), Moly (1971), Jack Straw’s Castle (1976), The Passages of Joy (1982), The Man with Night Sweats (1992) and Boss Cupid (2000). Gunn also published Positives (1966), a collection of poems alongside photographs by his brother Ander; editions of the work of Fulke Greville (1968), Ben Jonson (1974), Ezra Pound (2001) and Yvor Winters (2003); two volumes of prose, The Occasions of Poetry (1982) and Shelf Life (1993); and his Collected Poems (1993).

         
            15. Wilmer, ‘Thom Gunn: The Art of Poetry LXXII’, 184–5.

         

         xixGunn and Kitay settled in San Francisco in 1961, where they took an apartment in North Beach. In the late sixties their relationship expanded to include other men. Gunn advocated promiscuity; Kitay was a serial monogamist. In 1969, Kitay’s boyfriend Bill Schuessler joined their household – the ‘family’, they called it – and two years later they moved across town to Cole Street, in the Upper Haight. When Kitay and Schuessler split up, the family stayed together: both moved new partners into the house. ‘Everything that we glimpsed,’ Gunn wrote of his ‘queer household’, ‘the trust, the brotherhood, the repossession of innocence, the nakedness of the spirit – is still a possibility and will continue to be so.’16 Gunn died at his Cole Street home on 25 April 2004.

         
            *

         

         The person who had the most enduring influence on the life of Thom Gunn was his mother. Ann Charlotte Thomson was born in Snodland, Kent, in 1903. The fourth of seven sisters, she was known as Charlotte and was strong-willed, with a lively intelligence. After leaving school, she worked as a journalist for the Kent Messenger in nearby Maidstone where she met the charming and ambitious Herbert Gunn. They married in 1925 and had two children: Tom (William Guinneach, born 1929) and Ander (Dougal Alexander, born 1932). After a short time in Cheadle, on the outskirts of Manchester, where Bert was northern editor of the Daily Express, the family moved to Hampstead in 1938.

         In the thirties and forties, Hampstead was the artistic and intellectual hub of London: artists and writers were drawn to the area because of its relatively low housing costs. British artists such as Barbara Hepworth, Henry Moore and Ben Nicholson were joined by those fleeing Nazi Europe, such as Naum Gabo, Walter Gropius and Piet Mondrian. The Gunns lived among this progressive, artistic, intellectual culture. Their house, 110 Frognal, was close to University College School and only a short walk from Hampstead Heath, which became the boys’ playground.

         By the time the Gunns moved to Hampstead, however, their marriage was breaking down. They were both having affairs: Bert with his fellow journalist, Hilde Marchant, and Charlotte with Ronald ‘Joe’ Hyde, who worked with Bert Gunn at the Daily Express. They had only been in Hampstead a few months before Bert moved out, leaving Charlotte and the two boys in the family home. Thus we find ‘Tom’, probably aged nine, writing across London to his father:

         
            16. Gunn, ‘My Life up to Now’, in The Occasions of Poetry, ed. Clive Wilmer (London: Faber & Faber, 1982), 184.

         

         xx

         
            Thank-you for the lovely toy theatre, we have played with it from early morn till sunset. […] I go to a garden party to help “poor Spain” on Saturday.17

         

         Charlotte, Ander remembers, ‘read the Daily Worker, the Communist newspaper and hung red flags out whenever she could in order to shock the neighbourhood’.18 This echoes a story Gunn told his friend Don Doody: ‘She had certain social obligations as the wife of an important editor,’ Doody recalled. ‘And Thom said at one point she went to dinner and wore a brooch made of diamonds and rubies in the form of a hammer and sickle. She said, “I’ve got to do this, so I’ll do it my way.”’19

         In the next letter, also from 110 Frognal, Thom writes to his Aunt Mary, one of Charlotte’s sisters. The date is February 1945. He describes various events: a dispute with his father about the cost of university; the birth of his half-brother Jamie; the purchase of ‘a lovely sports-coat of Harris Tweed and various other necessary articles of clothing’.20 Then, at the top of the fourth page, he writes:

         
            Margot cooks very well, and John is quite nice (of course Margot is) but I have a slight suspicion he doesn’t approve of pacifism. We are very happy, though once I woke up in the morning feeling quite prepared to follow Mother to the grave!21

         

         Six weeks earlier, Thom (15) and Ander (12) had found their mother dead. She had taken her own life inhaling gas from a gas-poker, a tool used to ignite coal fires. She had blocked the door to the kitchen with a writing bureau and left a note pinned to the door instructing the boys to go next door to find Mrs Stoney, their charlady. When they could not find her, they found the back door from the garden into the kitchen was unlocked.

         Thom’s cousin Margot and her husband, John, both worked during the war at the codebreaking centre at Bletchley Park until John was transferred to another branch of the Foreign Office in London in January 1945. Looking for somewhere to live, Margot remembered, ‘We were more or less commandeered by the aunts into moving into the house in Hampstead.’ Margot, then twenty-two, had been married for less than a year and had no experience running a house. ‘My husband had never even met the boys,’ she xxirecalled. ‘Two teenage boys in a state of shock and grief. It was really weird entering the house so soon after Charlotte’s death. The fridge was still full of her food.’22 

         
            17. TG to Herbert Gunn, c. Early 1939, below.

            18. See Edward Guthmann, ‘A Poet’s Life: Part One’, San Francisco Chronicle (25 April 2005), C3.

            19. Guthmann, ‘A Poet’s Life: Part One’, C3.

            20. TG to Mary Thomson, 10 February 1945, below.

            21. Ibid.

         

         In his notes to the Selected Poems (2017), Clive Wilmer reprints Gunn’s diary entry for 29 December 1944, the day of his mother’s death. It stands alone in a small notebook, and Gunn did not begin another diary until 1962. It is worth quoting here partly to compare his private voice at fifteen to the voice he uses in his letter to Aunt Mary, and partly to show his acute understanding, even as a teenager, of his mother’s mental state in the moments before her death:

         
            But oh! mother, from the time when I left you at eleven on Thursday night until four in the morning, what did you do?

    She died quickly and peacefully, they said, but what agonies of mind must she have passed through during the night. I hate to think of her sadness. My poor, poor mother […]23

         

         We do not hear a voice like this – as vulnerable and overwrought – in his correspondence, with the exception of letters to his life partner Mike Kitay during their difficulties in the early sixties. The voice we do hear, though, is typically more measured – not unlike Gunn’s description of his mentor Yvor Winters’s reading voice as ‘a controlled resonance, suggesting large emotions barely held in reserve’.24 This is not to suggest that Gunn’s letters are not witty, light-hearted, exuberant and digressive: they are, but their reserve often asks the recipient to read between the lines. It is a voice not unlike that of ‘The Gas-poker’:

         
            
               
                  Forty-eight years ago

                  – Can it be forty-eight

                  Since then? – they forced the door

                  Which she had barricaded

                  With a full bureau’s weight

                  Lest anyone find, as they did,

                  What she had blocked it for.    (BC 10–11)

               

            

         

         Written in 1991, the poem is a narrative account of two boys finding their mother’s body. Gunn borrowed a trick from Hardy, writing the poem in the third person. ‘Then it became easy,’ Gunn said, ‘because it was no longer xxiiabout myself. I don’t like dramatizing myself.’25 This remark becomes even more significant when we remember ‘My Mother’s Pride’ – the poem that precedes ‘The Gas-poker’ in Boss Cupid – which begins, ‘She dramatized herself / Without thought of the dangers.’ 

         
            22. Margot Corbett, email to the author, 20 September 2018.

            23. Gunn, Selected Poems, ed. Clive Wilmer (London: Faber & Faber, 2017), 271.

            24. Gunn, ‘On a Drying Hill: Yvor Winters’, in Shelf Life (London: Faber & Faber, 1994), 198.

         

         What are letters, though, if not a dramatization of oneself, events and experiences? Gunn understood that letter-writing is an act in which one’s voice is modulated to the demands and expectations of the recipient. He says as much in his sequence ‘Transients and Residents’, about San Francisco friends Chuck Arnett, Jere Fransway and Don Doody. In its last poem, ‘Interruption’, Gunn italicises the line ‘I like loud music, bars, and boisterous men’. Just as we sense that the speaker is communicating something about himself, it is immediately undercut in the following lines: ‘You may from this conclude I like the things / That help me if not lose then leave behind, / What else, the self.’ As Joshua Weiner, a student of Gunn’s and one of his most perceptive critics, has written, ‘The gesture is not allowed to stand; the poet turns on it sceptically – the self he seeks to leave in order to discover new possibilities of being becomes a kind of cipher for assuming each identity he meets.’26 Gunn continues:

         
            
               
                                     In the letters that I send

                  I imitate unconsciously the style

                  Of the recipients: mimicking each friend,

                  I answer expectations, and meanwhile

                  Can analyse, or drawl a page of wit,

                  And range, depending on the friend addressed,

                  From literary to barely literate.

                  I manage my mere voice on postcards best.    (CP 379)

               

            

         

         ‘People do have difficulty with my poetry,’ Gunn told Kleinzahler and John Tranter, ‘difficulties in locating the central voice or central personality. But I’m not aiming for central voice and I’m not aiming for central personality. I want to be an Elizabethan poet. I want to write with the same anonymity you get in the Elizabethans.’27 Something similar happens in his letters. He uses mimicry and imitation to tailor a role for each recipient and thus fulfil their expectations. To ‘manage’ a voice implies both overseeing and handling xxiiiit, as though it were a kind of burden.28 The verb brings to mind ‘stage-manage’, as though Gunn considered his voice to be a theatrical production in need of organisation and coordination. That he imitates ‘unconsciously’ further implies that his habit of mimicry is somehow innate, an inbuilt or reflex action; though the fact that Gunn can say this means the imitation cannot be entirely unconscious. Like the images of shields and armour we see throughout his poems, imitation is a form of protection. Inherent in writing letters is a kind of vulnerability which Gunn keeps in check through staging his voice. 

         
            25. James Campbell and Gunn, Thom Gunn in Conversation with James Campbell (London: Between the Lines, 2000), 19.

            26. Joshua Weiner, ‘A Symposium on Thom Gunn’, 10.

            27. Kleinzahler and John Tranter, ‘An Interview with Thom Gunn’, Scripsi 5, no. 3 (1989), 175–6.

         

         The roots of this role-playing can be traced back to Cambridge, where Gunn developed his ‘theory of pose’: ‘Everyone plays a part, whether he knows it or not, so he might as well deliberately design a part, or series of parts, for himself.’29 A place rich in tension, Gunn suggested, could be found ‘between the starting point – the bare undefined and undirected self, if such a self ever existed – and the chosen part’.30 This theory was both literary in character (he refers to Donne, Yeats, Stendhal, Sartre) and born of personal experience: a feeling of unbounded energy, ‘like the elimination of some enormous but undefined problem’ he experienced on a walking trip through France in the summer of 1951.31 It spurred him through his literary apprenticeship, during which he wrote a poem a week at Cambridge and started publishing in college magazines: ‘viewing myself as an actor trying to play a part provided rich material for poetry’.32

         Occasionally Gunn was an actor playing a part. One May Week, he played First and Second Servant in a production of The Taming of the Shrew held in Trinity Fellows’ Garden. ‘It was Cambridge at its sweetest,’ Gunn wrote, ‘Shakespeare, the moonlit summer night, the park-like private gardens of wealthy colleges, friends I hoped would be friends for life – different kinds of happiness rolled into one.’33 Life and theatre merged to such a degree at Cambridge that the atmosphere must have been extraordinary for a young poet. From the toy theatre his father bought him as a child and roles in school productions of Shakespeare, to his actor friend Tony White (a model for his idea of pose) and Mike Kitay’s acting and directing work, theatre was an abiding presence in Gunn’s life.

         
            28. Clive Wilmer discusses the importance of the word ‘burden’ in ‘The Gas-poker’. See ‘Poor Lovely statue!’, Times Literary Supplement (23 June 2017), 17–18.

            29. Gunn, ‘Cambridge in the Fifties’, in The Occasions of Poetry, 162.

            30. Ibid.

            31. Gunn, ‘Cambridge in the Fifties’, 159.

            32. Gunn, ‘Cambridge in the Fifties’, 162.

            33. Gunn, ‘Cambridge in the Fifties’, 164.

         

         xxivNames are significant in Gunn’s correspondence for their ability to define roles and relationships. Using different names – for himself and for his correspondents – allowed Gunn to manage his voice, just as the use of characters and personas in his poems gave him enough distance from the reader to keep self-expression in check. Calling his aunts Mary and Catherine childhood names like Sam and Kay defines the relationship and the kind of letter he is going to write. Signing himself ‘your sexy old friend, Osbert Sitwell’ (to White) and ‘your favourite uncle, Affluent Gunn’ (to Kitay) serves to distract from whatever confidences or emotions have been expressed in the letter; or, rather, to assign them to one particular Gunn voice or character. Sometimes such monikers were not Gunn’s coinages at all. One friend, Douglas Chambers, had ‘a spelling-correcting typewriter: when he writes to me it corrects my name, which is obviously wrong, to Thor, thus “Dear Thor”. There are few gods I feel less in common with.’34 Chambers, among other names, was ‘Duggle’, ‘Elegant creature’, ‘Wild boar’ and ‘Unwithered Dug’.

         Gunn’s mother often used variants of her name, and was at times known as Ann, Nan, Nancy and Charlotte, each denoting a small shift of character or circumstance. His cousin Margot remembers going to see the new-born at Gravesend, where the Gunns were living in 1929. ‘It must have been that day when my aunt Nan said, “He looks just like a little Tom.” So Tom he was from the very beginning, never William.’35 In the earliest letters in this collection he signs himself Tom. It wasn’t until Cambridge that he began signing himself ‘Thom’, having changed his name by deed poll from William Guinneach Gunn to Thomson William Gunn in 1950, exchanging the Gaelic version of his father’s surname for his mother’s maiden name.36 Gunn called Cambridge ‘an escape into my life. It was then that I started to spell my first name with an “h”. It seemed to me to be nothing more than a delightful affectation when I came to Cambridge, but I can now see that this was an attempt to become a new person; it was my announcement that I was going to be somebody new.’37 That Gunn escapes ‘into’ his life rather than ‘from’ it only re-emphasises the idea that playing parts offers numerous, positive opportunities for reinvention. If Cambridge – and ‘Thom’ – was one escape into life, his move to California in 1954 was another.

         From that moment, letters became his primary means of communication with the old country, from his brother Ander and the Snodland aunts to his editor at the London Magazine, John Lehmann, and his best friends from xxvCambridge, Karl Miller and Tony White. To each he uses a different voice, though all are identifiably Thom Gunn: to Ander the somewhat overbearing tones of an older brother; to his aunts the conspiratorial, mildly shocking voice of their ‘naughty nephew’ up to no good in far-flung cities; to Lehmann and Miller the urbane tones of a young poet growing in confidence and not entirely free of pretension; to White he was gushing, a little infatuated, and discussed as openly as he could his reading, his thinking, his writing and his new American life. 

         
            34. TG to Clive Wilmer, 20 February 1990, below.

            35. Corbett, email to the author, 20 September 2018.

            36. Wilmer, ‘The self you choose’, Times Literary Supplement (25 April 2008), 13–15.

            37. Campbell and Gunn, Conversation, 21.

         

         
            *

         

         The only thing ‘mere’ about Gunn’s voice is that we have heard so little of it beyond his poems and essays. In a couple of major interviews – with Clive Wilmer in the Paris Review (1995) and James Campbell for the BBC (2000) – Gunn’s voice is modulated for public consumption, edited for print and broadcast. Since his death, two editions of Selected Poems have appeared, the first chosen and introduced by August Kleinzahler (2009), the second by Clive Wilmer (2017) with accompanying notes drawn from Gunn’s archives at Berkeley and Maryland, and select correspondence. Gunn’s Letters, however, goes one step further than these books in being the first to present Gunn’s private words for public consideration. What is collected here is just a fragment of Gunn’s correspondence – around a tenth of what we have uncovered – and a smaller fragment still of what remains to be unearthed in institutional archives and private collections. While putting this selection together it became clear that, in the words of Kleinzahler, ‘Gunn’s letters serve as one of the most indispensable epistolary chronicles of an era, especially in the U.S., of the Eisenhower fifties transforming into the revolutionary sixties and seventies, and then the revanchist, reactionary Reagan eighties and the AIDS epidemic, all seen through the lens of a gay, ex-pat English poet.’38

         In the absence of a biography, it has been tempting to focus more on Gunn the man than Gunn the poet, but as well as offering what we hope is a compelling narrative, we also aim to offer a portrait of Gunn as a writer, looking more closely into what he called the ‘continuities’ of his life: ‘between America and England, between free verse and metre, between vision and everyday consciousness’.39 Literary interest, then, has guided our choice of letters, from Gunn’s anxieties about his early poems to reflections on his body of work towards the end of his life. Such was his range of interests and sympathies he once joked, ‘I am the only person in the world ever to have dedicated poems to both Winters and [Robert] Duncan.’40 We can trace Gunn’s xxvithinking from book to book: from an undergraduate interest in existentialism to the ‘Gossip’ poems of Boss Cupid, which bear traces of Frank O’Hara’s Lunch Poems, all while maintaining what Wilmer calls ‘a certain anonymity of tone’ inherited from Elizabethan models like Thomas Campion.41 Gunn’s encounters with the American modernists offer considerable insight into his poetics. We glimpse Wallace Stevens, for example, on whom he began a doctoral thesis; William Carlos Williams, whose work he admired for its interest in things outside human emotion, and which was in part responsible for his more humane turn in the second half of My Sad Captains; and Pound, whose forty-seventh canto he called, in 1966, ‘as good as anything in the last 50 years – only Hardy and Williams can equal it’.42 Among the British, Basil Bunting emerges as a major figure. Gunn lectured on him at Cincinnati in 1981 (‘the teachers in the English Dept meeting me in the hallways would politely ask “but who is Basil Bunting?”’43) and he began a monograph on Bunting in the mid-nineties. Other passions emerge. He confesses a youthful liking for Adrienne Rich, and in the mid-sixties he writes to Tony Tanner that ‘My heroes are increasingly Pound, Williams, and Lowell. Maybe Stevens and Lawrence too. But not Yeats and Eliot.’44 

         
            38. Kleinzahler, email to the author, 16 August 2019.

            39. Gunn, ‘My Life up to Now’, 184.

            40. Wilmer, ‘Thom Gunn: The Art of Poetry LXXII’, 171.

         

         Literature and literary figures are bound up unavoidably with literary gossip. From his bafflement at malicious reviews – ‘Did I once kick Ian Hamilton’s dog?’ – to his dislike of how often poetry becomes subordinate to personality – ‘I will never see the movie about Sylvia and Ted, the very thought of it turns my stomach’ – Gunn is often candid and mischievous about his contemporaries.45 ‘I’m not really sure Heaney is that good,’ he tells Chambers. ‘I think he was invented by a committee of teachers with a sense of high fashion.’46 He supposes John Ashbery never has ‘any difficulty in placing his poems in an order: even passages within poems could be changed around’.47 In a letter not published in this collection, he writes of Geoffrey Hill, ‘But increasingly with his poetry I get a strange sense of archaic costuming. […] Hill actually speaks of a lute as if he ran across people playing lutes all xxviithe time, in the bus, outside the supermarket.’48 Humour aside, the British have typically considered Gunn to be, not our man out there, but ‘their man out there’ in the words of Glyn Maxwell.49 If the Letters makes one thing clear, it is that Gunn never lost his interest in British poetry: what was happening, who was good. This book situates Gunn among his British and American contemporaries for the first time, and offers unprecedented insights into his influences, his interests – fleeting and enduring – and his own sense of how his work measures up to past and present. In 1990, Gunn appeared in a casebook alongside Ted Hughes and R. S. Thomas.50 Writing to its editor, A. E. Dyson, Gunn remarked, ‘Like Keats, I always had a hankering to be admitted to the company of English poets, and the first third of your book, with its range of appreciative reactions, certainly makes me feel I am munching some sandwich at their picnic.’51 

         
            41. Wilmer, introduction to Gunn, Selected Poems, xviii.

            42. TG to Tony Tanner, 5 March 1966, below.

            43. TG to Donald Davie, 19 November 1981, Donald Davie Papers, Gen MSS 439, Beinecke Library, Yale University.

            44. TG to Tanner, 31 March 1966, below.

            45. TG to Gareth Twose, 25 January 1992, below; TG to Clive Wilmer, c. November 2003, below.

            46. TG to Douglas Chambers, 30 May 1984, below.

            47. TG to Robert Pinsky, 1 June 1989, below.

         

         Readers wanting more biographical material will not be disappointed. Gunn’s numerous passions are well represented, from loud music, bars and boisterous men to more domestic pursuits like cooking and gardening. He took particular pleasure in maintaining the yard at Cole Street. Less than a year after moving in he wrote to Tanner: ‘I have sown or planted the following: radishes, onions, scallions, chives, parsley, lemon bergamot mint, hollyhocks, nasturtiums, lupins, alyssum, sweet williams, stock, phlox, pinks, sweet peas, snapdragons, tomatoes, basil, pansies, polyanthus. All the radishes have already been eaten – by snails, not by me.’52 As for cooking, Kleinzahler writes, ‘[Thom] wasn’t a greatly gifted cook (he was, after all, an Englishman, and an Englishman of a particular generation), but he was more than passable.’53 Perhaps his cooking was best experienced in epistolary form. ‘The secret of a perfect chicken is obvious, though it took me a while to learn it,’ Gunn wrote to his two octogenarian aunts, Mary and Catherine, in the late 1990s. ‘You baste with butter every ten minutes, so how can anybody fail when what you end up with is chicken meat soaked with butter?’54 Their response does not survive.

         
            48. TG to Belle Randall, 24 March 1983, Belle Randall Collection of Thom Gunn Letters, BANC MSS 2008/252, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.

            49. Glyn Maxwell, ‘How Late They Start to Shine’, Times Literary Supplement (18 March 1994), 10.

            50. A. E. Dyson, ed., Three Contemporary Poets: Thom Gunn, Ted Hughes & R. S. Thomas (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1990).

            51. TG to A. E. Dyson, 29 December 1990, below.

            52. TG to Tanner, 19 March 1972, Tanner Papers, Archive Centre, King’s College, Cambridge.

            53. Kleinzahler, ‘Thom Gunn’, 12.

            54. TG to Mary and Catherine Thomson, 22 June 1998, below.

         

         xxviiiAs these pursuits imply, Gunn had a number of lives – his domestic, family life; his bar life; his writing life; his teaching life; his family back in England – and he was good at compartmentalising them. As a friend said recently in an interview, ‘I think he had many people who he was friends with that never met each other at all.’55 Occasionally his lives would intersect. After his reading at the Mermaid Theatre in 1974, Gunn hung out with Tanner (Berkeley), White and Holmstrom (Cambridge), Mary and Catherine (aunts), Jenny and Josie (cousins), Tom Arp (Stanford), and his editor at Faber & Faber, Charles Monteith, ‘a bizarre bringing together of different sides of my life (lovely)’.56 And those ‘sides’ do not even touch on his lives in the literary and leather scenes of San Francisco. Gunn’s correspondence brings together all his friends and family, ‘from literary to barely literate’, and the voices in which he writes to them all.

         In fact, we have two casts here: one a cast of recipients, the other a shadow cast. There is a whole host of people close to Gunn that have few if any letters included in this selection, from his childhood friend Ruth Townsend (née Pearce) and the woman who cared for him after his mother’s death, Thérèse Megaw, to Gunn’s difficult, itinerant friend Don Doody and his mentor and fellow poet Robert Duncan. The reasons are varied: the whereabouts of some collections are unknown; some are known to have been destroyed; other collections do exist but permission to read them has been refused. In Duncan’s case, there are barely any letters or cards because he and Gunn lived so close to each other in San Francisco: they talked in person or over the phone. But from Gunn’s mother to friends and lovers such as Allan Noseworthy and Charlie Hinkle, the people he writes about are just as important as those he writes to: both casts provide insight into his life and work.

         Noseworthy’s death was the prompt for ‘Lament’, the first of Gunn’s AIDS elegies. He was the first of Gunn’s close friends to die from the disease, and Gunn’s letters to friends and family in the summer of 1984 reveal some of the details about Noseworthy’s final days. We can see, too, some of the details that Gunn wove into ‘Lament’. The next time he went to New York – where he used to stay with Noseworthy – he visited Noseworthy’s friends and neighbours and went to his old apartment. All of Noseworthy’s things were still there. ‘I did notice that he had kept every letter, it looked like, that had ever been written to him,’ Gunn wrote to his aunts, ‘so I located an enormous bundle by myself and dropped them in a dustbin outside. As xxixa friend said who had to clear out Sylvia Plath’s flat after her suicide: “The dead leave everything behind.” Don’t they just.’57 

         
            55. Jack Collins, interview with the author, 20 June 2019.

            56. TG, ‘DIARY, vol 4: Jan 1974–Sept 1986’, Gunn MSS.

         

         The elegies that make up the final section of Gunn’s signature collection, The Man with Night Sweats, were written between 1984 and 1988, and in the letters we can trace the lives and deaths behind them. Christmas 1986 through autumn 1987 was an especially difficult time for Gunn. Jim Lay, Bill Schuessler’s lover, died that Christmas. Schuessler nursed him through his last weeks, and Jim died at home at Cole Street. Schuessler, Gunn wrote to his brother, ‘was dreadfully uncontrolled at first but has been getting very sensible: I took him to lunch on the revolving restaurant of the Hyatt Regency (on Embarcadero) on Boxing Day because he said he’d like to do “something grand.” (I thought it was a very healthy thing for him to say).’58 Then, from 8 August to 9 September 1987, Gunn lost four friends: Norm Rathweg, Lonnie Leard, Allen Day and Charlie Hinkle. Hinkle’s death ‘really did me in, or nearly. I thought I was doing pretty well with the others, being sensible, and going about my jobs as best I could, but that brought me as close as I have ever come to a breakdown.’59 The final poem in the collection, ‘A Blank’ – in which the speaker sees, from a bus window, a man holding the hand of his adopted son – is based on a guy Gunn used to trick with, a ‘sturdy-looking admirable young man’ called Steve Rudser.60 Gunn wrote to Rudser to ask his permission to publish the poem: ‘Perhaps I am violating a confidence, perhaps I am making something public you do not want public. […] If you want, I could change a detail or two where possible. Or if you want, I will simply not publish it.’61 Rudser sent him a bunch of flowers. ‘When I got [the poem], I was like, he did it! I won!’ Rudser told me. ‘It was like winning the lottery.’62

         Another of Gunn’s friends to succumb to AIDS was Larry Hoyt. They met in a bar in 1972, Hoyt dressed head to toe in leather. He was ‘alarmingly young’, Gunn (42) wrote to Tanner:

         
            57. TG to Mary and Catherine Thomson, 14 December 1984, below.

            58. TG to Ander Gunn, 30 December 1986, below.

            59. TG to Clive Wilmer, 5 January 1988, private collection.

            60. A ‘trick’ is a common term, especially among gay men, for a one-night stand. ‘They’ll say that [it] was an ex-lover,’ Rudser remarked of the relationship portrayed in ‘A Blank’, ‘and I wasn’t an ex-lover. I was an ex-recreational partner. At that time, when no one could conceive of gay people getting married, your partner – your life partner – was your lover. Thom’s lover was Mike Kitay. In [‘A Blank’] the not terribly classy way of referring to it was a trick.’ Steven Fritsch Rudser, interview with the author, 16 October 2018.

            61. TG to Rudser, 9 April 1988, below.

            62. Rudser, interview with the author, 16 October 2018.

         

         xxx

         
            21, certainly young enough to be my son. Very attractive and very bright. […] Not that I (or he) am being monogamous – unimaginable, dahling – but we are seeing a lot of each other, which is a bit unusual for me. And I’m trying to do things for him I would have liked someone to do for me when I was his age.63

         

         This speaks to Gunn’s important role as a teacher and mentor, not only to the young men he met on Folsom Street, but also to emerging poets, including Jim Powell, Kleinzahler and Wilmer. It is interesting, in Hoyt’s case, that Gunn cast his mentorship in filial terms. Some twenty years after he met Hoyt, Gunn echoed this sentiment in a letter he wrote to Dyson in which he discusses his ideal reader. Asked the question by Robert Duncan – whose ideal reader, Gunn reports, is ‘a fat jolly woman rather like the best sort of aunt […] who is faintly scandalized by his work and at the same time enjoys being scandalized by it’ – Gunn speculates:

         
            I realized it was my 20 year old self, or a simulacrum of him, full of dread about the future, and particularly of the future in store for the sexuality he has only just fully recognized, and that much of my poetry has been written as a kind of signal to him that ‘it’s really all right, you know.’ So I think one of the impulses behind my writing has been to reassure – my past self, even my present self, and anybody else who needs the reassurance.64

         

         He put it another way in a letter to Kitay: ‘I need the Father-Figure.’65

         Gunn had a difficult relationship with his own father. Gunn’s ambivalence towards him is best expressed in the monologue ‘From an Asian Tent’ (1961): ‘each year [I] look more like the man I least / Choose to resemble, bully, drunk, and beast’. After his parents divorced, Gunn’s father was largely absent from his life. Only a handful of their letters survive, and Thom’s tone is dutiful and distant. When Bert Gunn died in 1962, Thom told Robert Conquest, ‘I was rather shocked that I couldn’t feel anything at all. I’d half expected I might feel something in spite of the fact that I’d never had much to do with him and he was, finally, a ruthless and self-pitying man.’66 As with Hoyt, there are traces of Gunn’s parental impulses elsewhere. ‘I never had any sexual feelings toward any of my students,’ he told his brother in 1999, ‘I felt too parental for that.’67 Similarly, Gunn describes his relationship with male xxxiprostitutes in Berlin as ‘very platonic, almost fatherly on my part’.68 Later in life, he was attracted to the homeless young gay men of San Francisco. At some level he must have felt abandoned and betrayed by his mother, and ‘that feeling shows’, Wilmer suggests, ‘in the attraction he felt for boys who had been similarly abandoned; as somebody once said to me, he mothered those boys’.69 

         
            63. TG to Tanner, 3 August 1972, below.

            64. TG to Dyson, 8 September 1991, below.

            65. TG to Kitay, c. March 1963, below.
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            67. TG to Ander Gunn, 27 May 1999, private collection.

         

         The next time Gunn’s mother is mentioned in the correspondence is in the context of another death. In January 1976, Tony White, Gunn’s close friend and confidant from Cambridge, died from a blood clot following a freak leg break while playing soccer at the age of forty-five. Writing to Tanner a week after he heard the news (communicated to him by letter), ‘I must say I haven’t felt a loss like that since my mother died. […] [T]he world does seem enormously diminished, and I still can’t altogether believe it.’70 It is difficult to overstate White’s importance to Gunn. Their friendship, after those first years at Cambridge, became one of correspondence punctuated by Gunn’s visits to England – most notably the year spent in London in the mid-sixties, in a block (now demolished) on Talbot Road around the corner from White’s own place. In the late 1950s, White was Gunn’s primary confidant, and we can see in Gunn’s side of the correspondence how their discussions shaped some of his most important early poems, such as ‘Innocence’ and ‘Claus von Stauffenberg’. Gunn held White up as a ‘model’: ‘He seemed to articulate in a bolder way than I ever could the kind of personal freedom that I had glimpsed on the road in France,’ Gunn wrote in later life.71

         In early 1960, Gunn wrote to White about his ‘one real friend’ at Berkeley, ‘an ex-Cambridge Englishman (after our time) who is doing graduate work here. I think you would like him, but he is only about 24, and it is amazing what a difference that 6 years makes. I continually find myself almost in the position of a mentor (Jesus Christ) with him, and finally only a relationship between approximately equal people can be any good.’72 This ex-Cambridge Englishman was Tony Tanner, who dedicated his first book, The Reign of Wonder (1965), to Gunn; that work, and Tanner’s second book, City of Words (1971), helped make American literature a field of study in Britain. Tanner was appointed a fellow of King’s College in 1960 but was a frequent visitor to the USA in the sixties and seventies, taking teaching and research positions at Emory, Northwestern and Stanford. Like White, Tanner proved an xxxiiindispensable and stimulating companion for Gunn, and their letters contain some of the most vigorous discussions of art, literature and philosophy in this book. In late 1998, when Gunn returned to San Francisco from a reading tour, he found a letter from Wilmer informing him that Tanner would be dead within weeks from a combination of prostate, kidney and liver cancer. Gunn wrote to Tanner immediately. ‘But you have always been a man of tremendous strength,’ he wrote: 
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            I also must say that you have been without question one of the friends who has meant most to me in my life. I know it is difficult to keep up the full vitality of a friendship when separated by 6000 miles, but you have always been and will go on being a reference point and a reminder to me not only of affection but of the way to lead a life. Doesn’t that sound pompous? But I mean it: I think of things you have said, jokes you have made, quotations, judgments, conclusions, funny stories, and they constantly recur to me as reference points as they do from Mike, my mother, Tony White and I am not sure anybody else in such profusion.73

         

         Strength was another value Gunn prized. Of another friend, Chuck Arnett, Gunn remarked:

         
            We had nothing in common, but you don’t need to have anything in common for a friendship. I am attracted to people who take charge, who decide what the party’s going to be, who give the parties – not by Hitler-like leaders but by people who organize things. I think that’s very sexy and very attractive. I admire people who are stronger than me, in fact, and although I may appear like a strong person, I appear to myself as a weak person so I’m always attracted by the strong.74

         

         When Robert Prager, the interviewer, put to Gunn the suggestion that Arnett’s life was a tragedy because he never made enough money from his art to support himself, Gunn replied: ‘His life was not a tragedy. He was always having sex and doing drugs and having the time of his life.’75

         He could easily have been talking about himself. Gunn’s letters provide a kind of history of drug use and the gay scene in San Francisco. He was introduced to mescaline by Paul Bowles – ‘a minor (and I think bad) American xxxiiinovelist’ – in a San Francisco hotel room in 1958.76 The drug Gunn is most associated with is LSD, and many of the poems in Moly are LSD-related. ‘I learned from it, for example, a lot of information about myself that I had somehow blocked from my own view,’ Gunn wrote.77 Although he was experimenting with syllabics and free verse in the late 1960s, he thought metre was the proper form for poems about acid trips. ‘The acid trip is unstructured, it opens you up to countless possibilities, you hanker after the infinite,’ he rationalised. ‘The only way I could give myself any control over the presentation of these experiences, and so could be true to them, was by trying to render the infinite through the finite, the unstructured through the structured.’78 In 1970 he discovered MDA (methylenedioxyamphetamine) – ‘I have on no other occasion had sex for SIX HOURS’79 – a drug he would use for over twenty years. MDA is known as the ‘love drug’ for its enhancement of mood and empathy. Its hallucinogenic effects provide a different kind of high from the nowadays more common methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA, ecstasy). 
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         In his last years, Gunn took dangerous amounts of speed to fuel his nightlife. At his favourite bar, the Hole in the Wall Saloon, he fell in with a crowd of younger speedfreaks whom he would invite back to Cole Street for all-night drug and sex parties. One contemporary gay novelist described it as ‘the whole San Francisco fantasy – handsome men with big dicks shooting speed’.80 Drugs and promiscuity were large parts of Gunn’s life, beginning with his move to San Francisco. During their difficulties in the early sixties, Gunn referred Kitay to the first ‘Modes of Pleasure’ poem. ‘I realized all the bad possibilities of promiscuity when I wrote it in Spring 1959,’ he chides.81 In the poem, ‘The Fallen Rake’ sits at the bar, his looks gone. Nobody gives him a second glance and he is ‘condemned / To the sharpest passion of them all.’ It was not an end to which Gunn himself would surrender. ‘All this speed at my age will probably kill me soon,’ he wrote in 2000, referring to his young boyfriend John Ambrioso. ‘But I cannot resist someone I find so disarmingly attractive.’82

         Gunn had more of a problem with getting old than he had with death itself. There are moments in his letters that, in hindsight, are imbued with a xxxivsense that he knew what the last few years of his life would be like. ‘I am 65 next year,’ he wrote to Tanner, ‘but by law they can’t make you retire […] and I will go on teaching till I go gaga – at least four more years! – as I can’t deal with twelve months of unscheduled leisure.’83 A few months after his sixty-fifth birthday he wrote a long letter to Chambers in which he meditates on death: 

         
            76. TG to White, 26 November 1958, below.

            77. Gunn, ‘My Life up to Now’, 182.

            78. Ibid.

            79. TG to Tanner, 10 January 1971, below.

            80. Anonymous, email to the author, 5 June 2019.

            81. TG to Kitay, c. 14 April 1961, private collection.

            82. TG to John Holmstrom, 21 May 2000, below.

         

         
            I do think we – our generation on, that is – have had it unnaturally easy for most of our lives. ALWAYS people have experienced lots of death near at hand until the discovery of antibiotics in WWII – my parents had schoolfriends die, one of my mother’s sisters died of TB while young, both my grandmothers died before I was born. […] But it has taken AIDS to remind us of what every previous generation was familiar with, and to be aware that if we personally live to an advanced age, we shall be out there alone and in the cold. (So here’s hoping I don’t last more than another 10 years. I certainly don’t want to outlast Mike. I may not mention him often in my letters, but I would find it very difficult surviving his death.)84

         

         Gunn died nearly ten years later, in April 2004, from what the coroner termed ‘acute polysubstance abuse’. Methamphetamine, heroin and alcohol were found in his system. ‘In a sense he killed himself,’ writes Wilmer, ‘not in an act of willed suicide like his mother’s, but by letting himself go, courting death. […] It was a chosen death, but chosen by a man who had earlier chosen life.’85

         It is true that Gunn does not often mention Kitay in his letters – to Chambers or anyone else – and certainly not at great length. The essential facts of their relationship are by now familiar. They met at Cambridge in December 1952, at a cast party for the Amateur Dramatic Club production of Cyrano de Bergerac. (Tony White played the lead, Kitay the meddler.) They quickly fell in love, and part of Gunn’s purpose in applying for a graduate fellowship at Stanford was to follow Kitay back to the States. ‘I read all the time about Mike Kitay, his lifelong lover who he followed to the United States,’ Kitay told me, with typical self-deprecation. ‘Really? I’m sure I played a part, but I think he wanted to come even before he knew me.’86 And, after a fashion, they stayed together for more than five decades. In 1961 they moved to San Francisco and, with the help of a Guggenheim grant ten years later, bought xxxvthe duplex apartment on Cole Street that they shared until Gunn’s death. 

         
            83. TG to Tanner, 1 January 1994, below.

            84. TG to Chambers, 26 September 1994, below.

            85. Wilmer, introduction to Gunn, Selected Poems, xliv–xlv.

            86. Kitay, interview with the author, 10 October 2018.

         

         It is from the 1960s that most of their letters survive: from Kitay’s bout of hepatitis in early 1961 and Gunn’s recovery from the same illness in the summer of 1963, through to Gunn’s year in London in 1964–5 and their reconciliation in San Francisco that autumn. It was a time of great trouble in their relationship. They were no longer sexual partners. They didn’t know what their lives would look like if they stayed together, if they could stay together. During 1958–68, Kitay was back and forth between San Francisco and New York trying to carve out a career in show business. He directed plays, acted in musical revues, wrote for television. This period coincided with his and Gunn’s worst troubles, and the strain of trying to figure out their relationship via letter took a heavy toll. For a while they separated. There were affairs. As Gunn told Tanner, ‘Love by correspondence becomes a kind of obsession – fetishes are created, tone becomes all-important and at the same time elusive, momentary asides get worked up into big issues.’87 Here we have only Gunn’s side of the story, and he is by turns dismissive, condescending, exasperated and pleading. Mike ‘wants our relationship exactly as it was eight years ago’, he complained to Tanner, ‘and he treats any change as a deterioration’.88 Gunn wanted to be promiscuous; Kitay didn’t. ‘I don’t know what I wanted,’ Kitay said of that period:

         
            I didn’t like being gay. The gay life, you know? Whereas Thom took to it like a duck to water. And the whole thing with sexual encounters. Thom was so active, and everything was fine and dandy. I liked being married. I liked the limitation, I guess. You know, we’re there for each other. Which Thom was, in every other way. That’s why I say […] what did I want, for us to get back together as sexual partners? No. I didn’t want it. Not consciously. That was over.89

         

         In Gunn’s final book, Boss Cupid, ‘Rapallo’ and ‘In Trust’ are addressed to Kitay. In the first, Gunn writes that if ‘Coming to be resigned / To separate beds was not exactly / What we then had in mind, // Something of our first impetus, / Something of what we planned / Remains of what was given us / On the Rapallo sand.’ In the second, ‘Nothing is, or will ever be, / Mine, I suppose. No one can hold a heart, / But what we hold in trust / We do hold, even apart.’ If Gunn’s mother is one pillar of this collection, Mike Kitay is the other. With the exception of a handful of letters at the beginning, Gunn’s xxxvilife and work as we see them here are with Kitay. When Gunn returned to San Francisco in autumn 1965, after a year spent in London, Kitay was living a few blocks along Filbert Street with another man – also called Tom – he thought he was in love with. Kitay went to see Gunn, who said ‘Let’s have no more of that nonsense.’ Kitay recalls, ‘It’s not that [Tom] and I had an argument, there was nothing that happened other than I knew I didn’t belong there. Somehow it was partly that I knew I couldn’t … I wasn’t ready to leave Thom Gunn.’90 

         
            87. TG to Tanner, 29 November 1960, below.

            88. TG to Tanner, 15 August 1960, below.

            89. Kitay, interview with the author, 13 October 2018.
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            90. Kitay, interview with the author, 13 October 2018.

         

      
   


   
      
         xxxvii
            EDITING AND ANNOTATING THE LETTERS

         

         Marginal insertions have been placed in text where Gunn clearly intended them to go, including instances where dashes or parentheses are required. He was fastidious about spelling, capitalisation, punctuation and grammar – all of which have been carefully preserved in the transcriptions and are presented without editorial comment. We have silently corrected minor spelling mistakes that we have judged inadvertent. Some misspellings are obviously intentional – ‘pome’ for poem, ‘cuntry’ for country – and these have been maintained. Gunn was an idiosyncratic speller of names (he never quite mastered Shiela/Sheila/Sheilah) and these, too, have been maintained unless the misspelling creates ambiguity, in which case a surname has been added in square brackets. This insertion has also been used to differentiate between people of the same first name where the context is unclear. Where Gunn clearly forgot an article or a preposition, we have added these in square brackets. We have tried to keep our use of square brackets to a minimum, knowing that a text full of editorial insertions is off-putting for most readers.

         Gunn’s other idiosyncrasy is his titling of novels, poems, films, paintings, plays and so on. He denotes these variously using single quotation marks, double quotation marks, underlining or nothing at all. No discernible pattern emerges across his correspondence and all original demarcations have therefore been maintained, with any obscure or ambiguous works clarified in footnotes. Where the full title of a work is mentioned in text, we have not seen fit to provide a footnote unless the work is obscure or has a special significance for Gunn. This is all to suggest that editorial apparatus has been kept to a minimum, and that the transcriptions of these letters are as faithful to Gunn’s originals as possible.

         The vast majority of Gunn’s poems can be found in Collected Poems (CP) and his one subsequent collection, Boss Cupid (BC). For poems Gunn correctly names in the text, and which are collected in CP or BC, we have chosen not to gloss their publication history. Poems which Gunn mentions by working title, subject, theme or character but does not name are glossed with reference to CP or BC. We have glossed all poems from Touch which Gunn chose not to include under the heading ‘Poems from the 1960s’ in CP. All uncollected poems are glossed with details of their first (and usually only) xxxviiipublication in a journal, newspaper or anthology. For unpublished poems, we refer readers to the archive in which notes and drafts of the poem survive.

         Accompanying footnotes are provided for the purpose of bringing context to Gunn’s life. Significant places, people and events are identified at their first mention. We have made extensive use of Gunn’s diaries, scrapbooks, working notebooks and other writings to offer supporting biographical information. However, this book does not pretend to be a biography and factual notes have been kept as concise as possible. In most cases, footnotes refer to Gunn’s experiences, his publication history, and wider cultural and political events where the letters demand additional clarification and explanation.

         For undated letters, editorial dates have been assigned from postmarks and/or internal and external evidence, in most cases cross-referenced with other letters or Gunn’s diaries. Dates supplied from postmarks and internal and external evidence are footnoted accordingly. On the rare occasion an exact date was impossible to determine, we offer an estimation, usually a span of months and occasionally the year. These are identified with a circa date. With the exception of love letters to Mike Kitay, Gunn was fastidious about dating his correspondence. The letters to Kitay in the early sixties have been the most troublesome to date, and their ordering here is as certain as we can determine. If a letter was started on one date and resumed later, both dates are clearly given in text, though we have taken the first date as the editorial date. Locations of the original manuscripts are also included in the introductory header for each letter. Where enclosures are mentioned in text, we have sought, where possible, to identify and footnote them.

         One major regret concerns Gunn’s use of postcards. Often he will allude to the visual image: we have done our best to describe and identify them while at the same time realising that most of the images – tattoos, advertisements for leather bars, homemade cards with pornographic pictures cut and pasted from magazines – are obscure and virtually impossible for the reader to track down. We realise that description is a poor substitute, but we hope that Gunn’s visual humour – a big part of his correspondence – is not entirely lost.

         In the interests of space, original layout and page breaks are not duplicated, though we have tried to reflect the layout of Gunn’s sign-offs in the text. Addresses have been maintained in full. Where no address is given, we have sought to determine the most likely location through postmarks and internal evidence; inserted addresses are identified by square brackets. We would like to have included more letters in their entirety in order to recreate the shape and design of the originals, but the passages drawn from longer letters warrant inclusion for their literary and biographical merit. Where letters are abridged, omitted passages are marked with […]. Although small, xxxixGunn’s handwriting is mercifully legible and has saved innumerable hours of transcription. The character of his writing changed, becoming smaller and scrawnier as he aged. His undergraduate fountain pen made way for ballpoint. There are very few occasions where we have had to admit defeat as to knotted letters, words squashed into the margins of the page, or damage to the original documents. These are marked in the printed text with the probable reading and a question mark inside square brackets.

      
   


   
      
         xli
            CHRONOLOGY

         

         
            
               	1903
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	 
	3 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Birth of Herbert Smith Gunn (known as Bert), to Herbert Gunn, merchant seaman and marine engineer, and his wife Alice Eliza Smith, at 225 Old Road West, Gravesend, Kent.
	28 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Birth of Ann Charlotte Thomson (known as Charlotte), the fourth child of Alexander Thomson, a farmer, and Daisy Collings, at ‘Covey Hall’, 27 Holborough Road, Snodland, Kent. Charlotte’s siblings are Barbara (b.1898), Margaret (b.1900), Helen (b.1902), Christina (b.1905), Mary (b.1907) and Catherine (b.1909).
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1921
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charlotte Thomson begins work at the Kent Messenger, where she meets Herbert Gunn, a trainee reporter.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1925
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	12 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Herbert Gunn marries Charlotte Thomson in London.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1929
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	29 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	William Guinneach Gunn (TG) born to Herbert and Charlotte Gunn; is quickly given the nickname ‘Tom’; the family lives at 78 Old Road East, Gravesend.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1932
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	5 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Dougal Alexander Gunn, known as Ander, born in Gravesend.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1933
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Gunns move to 44 De Vere Gardens, Kensington; Herbert Gunn is appointed news editor of the London Evening Standard.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1935
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Gunns move to 36 St Mary’s Avenue, Shortlands, in south-east London.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1936
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Herbert and Charlotte briefly separate; Charlotte takes the boys to live in Goudhurst, a village in Kent; Herbert and Charlotte later reconcile.xlii
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1937
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Gunns briefly move to St James’s Street, Mayfair; then to 4 Daylesford Road, Cheadle, a suburb of Manchester, when Herbert is appointed northern editor of the Daily Express; as day boys, TG and Ander attend the Ryleys School in nearby Alderley Edge. Charlotte begins an affair with Herbert’s friend and colleague at the Daily Express, Ronald ‘Joe’ Hyde.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1938
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Gunns return to London and move to 110 Frognal, Hampstead, when Herbert Gunn is promoted to assistant editor of the Daily Express; TG becomes close friends with Ruth Pearce, a neighbour; attends University College School (UCS), Hampstead.
	5 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Herbert and Charlotte separate.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1939
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Herbert and Charlotte divorce.
	5 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Alexander Thomson, TG’s grandfather.
	3 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The United Kingdom declares war on Germany.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG and Ander return to the Ryleys School and board for a term; Charlotte begins living with Hyde at 110 Frognal.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG and Ander return to Hampstead and UCS.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1940
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charlotte marries Hyde.
	July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG’s poem ‘A Thousand Cheers for Authors’ appears in the UCS magazine, The Gower.
	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charlotte takes TG and Ander to stay with her sister Christina in Farnham, then to a hotel in Alton; they attend local schools for a term.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1941
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG attends the progressive Bedales School in Hampshire, where he boards; makes only day visits to London; writes ‘The Flirt’, a short story about adultery and divorce.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1942
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leaves Bedales; returns to UCS for last term of junior school.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Hyde leaves; Charlotte now living alone at 110 Frognal with TG and Ander; TG later calls this ‘a golden period’.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends senior school at UCS.xliii
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1943
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charlotte and Hyde reconcile; Hyde returns to 110 Frognal.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1944
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	29 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Herbert Gunn marries Olive Melville Brown, a reporter on the Daily Mail.
	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins reading Hardy, Dickens and the Brontës.
	27 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charlotte and Hyde separate again; Hyde leaves 110 Frognal.
	29 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charlotte barricades the kitchen door then takes her own life using a gas-poker; TG and Ander discover her body the next morning.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1945
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	January–June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG and Ander are looked after at 110 Frognal by their cousin Margot and her husband John Corbett.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attains School Certificate; spends the summer with his aunts, Barbara in Allhallows, and Mary and Catherine in Snodland; 110 Frognal is sold.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	When school resumes, TG stays with his mother’s friend Thérèse Megaw in Hampstead, during term, and with his aunts in Kent during holidays; Ander lives with Herbert and Olive in Chelsea.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1947
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attains the Higher School Certificate and leaves UCS.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lives in Snodland with Mary and Catherine until the start of his National Service.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1948
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins his National Service in the Army with the Royal Hampshire Regiment at the Wessex Brigade depot in Wiltshire.
	28 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Transferred to the Royal Army Education Corps.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1949
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Teaches as an education sergeant at the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers depot, Arborfield, Berkshire.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1950
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	23 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Demobbed from military service.
	January–June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Works in the translation office of the Paris Metro, a job organised by a friend of his father; begins writing a novel, later abandoned.xliv
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Hitchhikes around France with army friend Mark Myers; changes name from William Guinneach to Thomson William.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Goes up to Trinity College, Cambridge, to read English.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1951
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Poem’ (later renamed ‘The Soldier’) appears in Cambridge Today.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Hitchhikes through France with Myers, where he experiences ‘the revelation […] the elimination of some enormous but undefined problem’; reads all of Shakespeare.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes a poem a week for the next two years; meets Karl Miller; attends F. R. Leavis’s lectures.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1952
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Tony White, who becomes a close friend; White later introduces him to John Holmstrom.
	21 June–2 Aug.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Picks fruit at Priory Farm Camp, near Wisbech; writes ‘Carnal Knowledge’.
	20 Aug.–8 Sept.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Hitchhikes through France and Italy; spends his twenty-third birthday in Siena.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Becomes secretary of the Cambridge English Club; Miller is treasurer.
	24 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘The Secret Sharer’ broadcast on New Soundings (BBC Radio).
	5 or 7 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Mike Kitay, an American from Kearny, New Jersey, at a cast party for Cyrano de Bergerac at the ADC Theatre, Cambridge; Kitay is reading English at Cambridge on a Woodrow Wilson Fellowship.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1953
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Invites Kitay to ‘lunch, and wine’ in his rooms at Trinity.
	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Thom Gunn, the sixteenth pamphlet in The Fantasy Poets series, published by Fantasy Press; writes ‘Tamer & Hawk’, about Kitay.
	7–9 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Oxford; meets Donald Hall.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Graduates Trinity College, Cambridge.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels through Europe with Kitay, visiting Bruges, Heidelberg, Salzburg, Cologne, Frankfurt, Munich, Milan, Verona and Rapallo.xlv
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Awarded Harper-Wood Studentship by St John’s College, Cambridge, and plans to visit Rome for three months.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Lofty in the Palais de Dance’ appears in the Paris Review.
	14 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Tamer and Hawk’ appears in the New Statesman and Nation.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Rome, Padua, Milan and Venice with Kitay.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1954
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Jan.–Mar.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lives in Rome at the Pensione Imhof, Via Modena.
	15 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leaves Rome and returns to Cambridge; stays in the Central Hotel.
	17 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Awarded a creative writing fellowship at Stanford University.
	1 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Fighting Terms published by Fantasy Press, his first full collection.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay graduates Trinity College, Cambridge; he returns to the USA to complete two years of service in the Air Force and is stationed at Lackland Air Force Base, San Antonio, Texas.
	26 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG sails on the Queen Elizabeth to New York; stays with Kitay’s parents in Kearny for three weeks; travels by train to San Francisco.
	Late September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets his new supervisor, Yvor Winters; moves into a room at 334 Lincoln Avenue, Palo Alto.
	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Enrols in Winters’s creative writing course and attends his other courses; begins reading Wallace Stevens and William Carlos Williams.
	14 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets W. H. Auden at Winters’s house in Los Altos.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1955
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	March–May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes ‘On the Move’.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Accepts a teaching position at Trinity University, San Antonio.
	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Nine poems, including ‘The Corridor’ and ‘Lines for a Book’, appear in Poetry; is awarded the Levinson Prize by Poetry.
	8 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Christopher Isherwood in Los Angeles.
	9 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves into an apartment with Kitay at 2638 West Craig, San Antonio.xlvi
	13 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Buys a second-hand 1950 Harley Davidson motorcycle; begins teaching at Trinity University.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘On the Move’ appears in Encounter.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1956
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	16 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes to Winters proposing a return to Stanford to begin a PhD on Wallace Stevens.
	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes ‘The Allegory of the Wolf Boy’.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Awarded a scholarship and half-time teaching position by Stanford; Kitay awarded a Stanford scholarship to study drama; they plan to return to Palo Alto in the autumn.
	26 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of The Sense of Movement to Faber & Faber.
	28 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Seven poems appear in the anthology of the Movement, New Lines, edited by Robert Conquest.
	10 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Sense of Movement accepted by Faber & Faber.
	August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay leaves the Air Force; they holiday in New Orleans and New York; Kitay visits his parents in Kearny; TG stays in New York.
	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG returns to Palo Alto, lives in his old room on Lincoln Avenue for the first quarter; begins teaching and graduate work at Stanford.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay arrives in Palo Alto and enrols at Stanford; they move to a small apartment at 143 Alma Street.
	26 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes to Faber & Faber enclosing new poems for The Sense of Movement, including ‘In Praise of Cities’.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1957
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Gives a reading at UC Berkeley, at the invitation of Thomas Parkinson.
	7 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Sense of Movement published by Faber & Faber.
	3–8 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the Johan van Oldenbarnevelt from New York to Southampton.
	9 July–4 Sept.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits friends and family in London and Kent.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay leaves Stanford and starts work as a director for the Comedia Repertory Company, based in Palo Alto.
	5–10 Sept.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the Queen Elizabeth from Southampton to New York; returns to Palo Alto via Los Angeles, where he meets Kitay.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Resolves to leave Stanford, having written almost nothing since finishing The Sense of Movement.xlvii
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Josephine Miles offers him a one-year teaching position at UC Berkeley on the strength of The Sense of Movement; TG accepts.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1958
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing ‘Claus von Stauffenberg’.
	18 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Reads with Donald Davie at the Poetry Center, San Francisco.
	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York for a month; stays at William Sloane House, YMCA.
	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 3216 Telegraph Avenue, Oakland; Kitay stays in Palo Alto; TG begins teaching at UC Berkeley as a lecturer.
	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Claus Von Stauffenberg’ appears in The Spectator.
	November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Has his first hallucinogenic experience when Paul Bowles gives him a mescaline capsule.
	1 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Fighting Terms published in the USA by Hawk’s Well Press; TG extensively revised the poems for this edition.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay leaves the Comedia Repertory Company and moves to New York.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1959
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay returns from New York and forms a new theatre group, Phoenix, with former members of Comedia.
	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Receives Somerset Maugham Award, given by the Society of Authors; plans to travel to Germany.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Becomes regular poetry critic for the Yale Review.
	13 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Sense of Movement published by the University of Chicago Press.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Contract extended at UC Berkeley.
	August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Spends two weeks in New York.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Tony Tanner, an English graduate student on a Harkness Fellowship at UC Berkeley.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay moves to New York; Gunn plans to join him in the summer.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1960
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG meets Clint Cline; they live together in Oakland for six weeks.
	July–August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lives with Kitay in Liberty, New York, where Kitay performs with the Stanley Woolf Players, a local theatre group.xlviii
	14–19 Sept.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the Queen Mary from New York to Southampton.
	20–30 Sept.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits friends and family in London; meets Ted Hughes.
	1 Oct.–30 Nov.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Spends a week in Hamburg before travelling to Berlin, where he stays until late November; writes ‘Innocence’; submits the manuscript of My Sad Captains to Faber & Faber.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Spends a week in Copenhagen and returns to England for Christmas.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1961
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	January–June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG and Kitay have a series of quarrels via letter; Kitay remains in New York for several months to recover from hepatitis.
	9 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Hughes introduces TG to Sylvia Plath, their only meeting.
	13–18 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sails on the Queen Elizabeth from Southampton to New York.
	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Oliver Sacks in San Francisco.
	Late February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves into an apartment at 975 Filbert Street, San Francisco.
	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Innocence’ appears in the London Magazine.
	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Donald Doody in Gordon’s, a bar in San Francisco; meets Chuck Arnett, a dancer and artist; promoted to assistant professor at UC Berkeley.
	Early July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay returns to San Francisco and moves in with Gunn on Filbert Street; Kitay begins working as a director in nearby Redwood City.
	1 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	My Sad Captains published by Faber & Faber.
	19 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	My Sad Captains published by the University of Chicago Press.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1962
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	23 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Fighting Terms published by Faber & Faber; in this edition, TG restored most of the 1954 text.
	2 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Herbert Gunn dies of cancer at his home in Wimbledon.
	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay meets Tom Gee, a lawyer, and they begin an affair.
	18 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Selected Poems of Thom Gunn and Ted Hughes published by Faber & Faber.
	Autumn
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay moves to New York to look for work as a director.xlix
	7 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	TG enters Mount Zion Hospital, San Francisco, with hepatitis; begins a diary, which he keeps for the rest of his life.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1963
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	7 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Discharged from hospital.
	January–May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Stays at Doody’s apartment, 1045 Fell Street, to convalesce; begins work on ‘Misanthropos’; starts reading Thomas Mann.
	22 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Returns to Filbert Street.
	31 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Five American Poets, co-edited with Ted Hughes, published by Faber & Faber.
	8 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay returns from New York.
	18 June–29 Aug.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Tours Mexico with Doody, and afterwards visits New Orleans, Chicago, Dallas, Amarillo and Salt Lake City.
	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Resumes teaching at UC Berkeley.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1964
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Receives award from the National Institute of Arts & Letters.
	18 June–5 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Doody in Chicago for four days, then to New York, alone; worries his relationship with Kitay is over.
	6 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Arrives in London, where he stays initially with Tony White.
	31 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Rents room at 80 Talbot Road, Notting Hill, close to White.
	2 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets T. S. Eliot at the Faber & Faber offices on Russell Square.
	18 Sept.–16 Oct.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay visits TG in London.
	28 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Gives a reading at King’s College, Cambridge, at Tanner’s invitation, and meets Clive Wilmer, one of Tanner’s students.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1965
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins work on an edition of Fulke Greville.
	March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins work on Positives, a collaboration with his brother Ander.
	8 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Misanthropos’ broadcast on BBC Radio.
	26 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins essay on William Carlos Williams.
	15 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Positives to Faber & Faber.l
	15 June–13 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leaves London and spends three weeks in New York and Chicago before returning to San Francisco; stays with Kitay at Gee’s apartment.
	20 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves back to 975 Filbert Street; Kitay stays at Gee’s.
	July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The essay ‘William Carlos Williams’ appears in Encounter.
	August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Misanthropos’ appears in Encounter.
	4–6 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Satyrs Motorcycle Club Labor Day run to Badger Flats in the Sierra National Forest.
	12 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay leaves Gee and moves back to 975 Filbert Street.
	9 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Indicates to UC Berkeley that he wishes to resign his teaching position.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1966
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	7 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Last day at UC Berkeley; though officially on unpaid leave, he does not intend to return.
	12 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Takes LSD for the first time.
	20 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Takes LSD with Kitay; Kitay’s first trip.
	13 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Touch to Faber & Faber.
	24 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Positives published by Faber & Faber.
	18 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Lonnie Leard in the Capri, North Beach.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1967
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	14 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Human Be-In at Golden Gate Park Polo Fields.
	11 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sends letter of resignation to UC Berkeley.
	27 Feb.–8 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels to England: visits relatives in Cornwall and Kent; rents room at 24A Hedgegate Court, Notting Hill, for six weeks.
	28 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Positives published by the University of Chicago Press.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes six poems, his first since finishing Touch.
	12 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay moves to New York; TG plans to join him within six months.
	2 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Bill Schuessler in the Tool Box, a leather bar in San Francisco; Schuessler is visiting from Wisconsin for the Summer of Love.
	31 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Selected Poems of Fulke Greville to Faber & Faber.
	28 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Touch published by Faber & Faber.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1968
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	25 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Yvor Winters from throat cancer at his home in Palo Alto.li
	30 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Touch published by the University of Chicago Press.
	3 Feb.–4 Mar.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Takes part in the California Poetry Reading Circuit.
	14 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Elizabeth Bishop in San Francisco.
	24 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Doody begins bartending at the Stud; soon becomes manager.
	12–19 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Kitay in New York.
	18–19 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Northern California Folk-Rock Festival in San Jose; resumes taking acid, having given up after bad trips the previous summer.
	31 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay quits his job in New York and returns to San Francisco.
	11 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Society for Individual Rights poetry workshop run by Robert Duncan.
	30 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Selected Poems of Fulke Greville, edited by TG, published by Faber & Faber.
	26 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends Renaissance Pleasure Fair in San Rafael; takes acid and speed. The Fair provides the inspiration for his poem ‘The Fair in the Woods’.
	17 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	First Saturnalia party at the Stud.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1969
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Jan.–Mar.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Teaches a quarter at California State College at Hayward (now California State University, East Bay).
	22 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Introduces Kitay to Schuessler, recently returned to San Francisco.
	24 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Poems 1950–1966: A Selection published by Faber & Faber.
	Spring
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Regularly takes acid and attends large concerts in Golden Gate Park.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay and Schuessler begin an affair.
	29 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Selected Poems of Fulke Greville published by the University of Chicago Press.
	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Schuessler comes to live at 975 Filbert Street with TG and Kitay.
	13 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Renaissance Pleasure Fair.
	20 Oct.–7 Nov.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Gives eighteen readings in fifteen days on the Michigan Poetry Circuit.
	6 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attends the Altamont Speedway Free Festival.
	17 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Second Saturnalia party at the Stud.lii
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1970
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	January–May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visiting Bain-Swiggett Lecturer in Poetry at Princeton University; lives in New York, first in a hotel, then a loft on Prince Street.
	March–April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes several poems, including ‘Tom-Dobbin’ and ‘Moly’.
	27 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Gives lecture ‘Thomas Hardy and the Ballads’ at Princeton.
	24 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Moly to Faber & Faber.
	16 June–18 Aug.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits friends and family in Cambridge, London and Kent.
	25–29 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Takes part in the Poetry International Festival, London; gives readings in London and Edinburgh.
	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins and abandons pornographic novel, ‘San Francisco Romance’.
	4 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes ‘Hitching to Frisco’, his first poem since April.
	27 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Takes MDA for the first time.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1971
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Jan.–Mar.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Teaches a quarter at Stanford at Donald Davie’s invitation.
	23 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moly published by Faber & Faber.
	24 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Awarded Guggenheim Fellowship.
	3 April–4 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Tony White visits San Francisco; they drop acid at a ranch in Cobb.
	May–July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Works as poetry editor for San Francisco counterculture newspaper The Organ; publishes one poetry section before the paper folds in July.
	27 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Purchases duplex apartment, 1214–16 Cole Street in the Upper Haight, San Francisco.
	13–15 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	First visit to the Geysers in Sonoma County, fifty miles north of San Francisco, a popular gay and hippie hangout.
	1 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to 1216 Cole Street with Kitay and Schuessler; various friends live in 1214, the upstairs apartment, for the next decade.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1972
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	22 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Larry Hoyt at Ramrod, a leather bar in San Francisco.
	8 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Ben Jonson: Selected by Thom Gunn to Penguin.liii
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1973
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Jan.–Mar.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Teaches the winter quarter at UC Berkeley.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Gives readings as part of the Connecticut Poetry Circuit.
	23 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moly and My Sad Captains published in the US, in a single volume, by Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Has two poems included in The Male Muse: A Gay Anthology.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1974
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	3–15 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York; meets Allan Noseworthy III, with whom a sexual relationship develops into a close friendship.
	16 Apr.–19 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits England; stays mainly in London but visits family in Kent and Cornwall.
	10–14 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Travels to Paris with Tony White.
	20 June–3 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York; marches in his first Gay Pride parade.
	27 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Ben Jonson: Selected by Thom Gunn published by Faber & Faber.
	30 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Money troubles; sells early notebooks to the University of Maryland.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1975
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Jan.–Mar.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins teaching the winter quarter at UC Berkeley on a permanent part-time basis; this continues until his retirement in 1999.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay and Schuessler split up; Schuessler stays at 1216 Cole Street, moving to the front room.
	20 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Gives a reading at Stanford where, in explanatory remarks about ‘Jack Straw’s Castle’, he comes out as gay.
	10 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Allen Day on Folsom Street; they become close friends.
	19 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Jack Straw’s Castle and Other Poems to Faber & Faber.
	27 Oct.–7 Nov.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Canada; meets Douglas Chambers, a professor at Trinity College, University of Toronto, who becomes a close friend.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1976
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	9 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Tony White, from a blood clot following a broken leg.
	9 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes article on ‘Robert Duncan and Homosexuality’.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes memoir essay, ‘Cambridge in the Fifties’.
	20 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Jack Straw’s Castle published by Faber & Faber.liv
	29 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Jack Straw’s Castle and Other Poems published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1977
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay meets Bob Bair in the Stud and they begin a relationship.
	4–20 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York, where he meets an architecture graduate student called Norm Rathweg.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1978
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	3 Apr.–12 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Teaches spring quarter at UC Davis, Sacramento.
	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing poems again after two and a half years, his longest period of writer’s block.
	July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Bair moves into Cole Street.
	13 Sept.–9 Oct.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits England: stays with aunts Mary and Catherine in Snodland, Tanner in Cambridge, Ander in Leeds, and Thérèse Megaw in London.
	27 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Ex-city supervisor Dan White murders Harvey Milk and Mayor George Moscone; TG marches in candlelight parade to City Hall.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1979
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	21 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	White Night riots, a response to the lenient sentence given to Dan White for the Milk–Moscone assassination.
	23 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Selected Poems: 1950–1975 published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	22 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Selected Poems: 1950–1975 published by Faber & Faber.
	1–19 Nov.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits England and Wales, tours secondary schools giving readings; he does not visit England again until 1992.
	12 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins ‘Talbot Road’, a poem about his year in London (1964–5).
	13 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Diagnosed with Bell’s palsy but recovers within a fortnight.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1980
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	18 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Wendy Lesser, founding editor of Threepenny Review.
	28 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Robert Pinsky, his new colleague at UC Berkeley.
	7 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Receives WH Smith Literary Award for Selected Poems: 1950–1975.
	30 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Schuessler moves to the upstairs apartment in Cole Street with his partner Jim Lay.
	2 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moves to a new workroom in the upstairs apartment.lv
	8 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes ‘Talbot Road’, begun the previous December.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1981
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	7 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of The Passages of Joy to Faber & Faber.
	22 Apr.–8 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Amherst College as the Robert Frost Library Fellow in Poetry; gives reading and delivers a lecture on early poems of Yvor Winters.
	3 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes memoir/essay about Winters, ‘On a Drying Hill’.
	24 Sept.–3 Dec.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visiting Elliston Poet at the University of Cincinnati; delivers public lectures on Basil Bunting and ‘Misanthropos’.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1982
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	21 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes the essay ‘What the Slowworm Said: Eliot, Pound, and Bunting’.
	22 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets August Kleinzahler.
	28 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Passages of Joy published by Faber & Faber. The Occasions of Poetry, ed. Clive Wilmer, published by Faber & Faber.
	18 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Passages of Joy published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	7 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Resigns as consulting editor for Threepenny Review but continues to advise Lesser about poetry submissions on an informal basis.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1983
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes ‘The Hug’, a poem he began in 1980.
	26 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Charlie Hinkle in Trax; they begin a sexual relationship that lasts until March, after which they remain close friends.
	1984
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Decides not to publish another poetry collection until 1992.
	31 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing ‘The Differences’, a poem about Hinkle.
	8 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Noseworthy, recently diagnosed with Kaposi’s sarcoma, moves to San Francisco and stays at Cole Street.
	4 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Takes Noseworthy to hospital with pneumocystis pneumonia.
	21 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Noseworthy.
	18 July–9 Aug.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes ‘Lament’, about Noseworthy.lvi
	11–19 Nov.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York, stays with Rathweg and his partner Louis Keith Nelson; helps clear out Noseworthy’s old apartment and throws away all the letters he wrote to Noseworthy from 1974 onwards.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1985
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	13 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Decides not to visit England in the summer; fears that Ronald Reagan’s new anti-gay immigration policy means that he could not return to the USA.
	12 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Josephine Miles; writes her obituary for California Monthly.
	15 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	An expanded edition of The Occasions of Poetry published in the USA by North Point Press.
	December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes six poems, including ‘To Isherwood Dying’.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1986
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	4 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Isherwood.
	8 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records programme about AIDS for BBC Radio.
	13 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Jim Lay reveals that he has AIDS.
	5 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Larry Hoyt, from AIDS; writes ‘Still Life’, about Hoyt.
	25 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Jim Lay, from AIDS.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1987
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kitay and Bair split up; Bair stays at Cole Street, in a separate room.
	29 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Learns that Hinkle has pneumocystis pneumonia.
	4 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Hinkle; takes him to Speckmann’s German restaurant; source of the poem ‘The J Car’.
	3 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes poem about Jim Lay, ‘Words for Some Ash’.
	8 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Norm Rathweg, from AIDS, in New York.
	18 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Deaths of Allen Day and Lonnie Leard, from AIDS.
	9 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Charlie Hinkle, from AIDS.
	October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes ‘The Missing’, ‘Her Pet’ and ‘To a Dead Graduate Student’; has written twenty poems in the last twelve months.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1988
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	3 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Robert Duncan, from kidney failure.
	2 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Chuck Arnett, from AIDS.
	1 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes ‘A Blank’, originally titled ‘The Last Poem’.
	15 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Co-edits Poems, a posthumous collection of Hinkle’s work, with William McPherson.lvii
	24 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes writing The Man with Night Sweats but does not plan to publish it until 1992.
	21 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes elegy ‘Duncan’.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1989
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	18 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Schuessler diagnosed with AIDS-related complex (ARC).
	30 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Given security of employment at UC Berkeley; promoted from visiting lecturer to senior lecturer.
	12 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Bob Bair moves out of Cole Street; stays in San Francisco.
	11 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Barbara Godfrey, née Thomson.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1990
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	8 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Finishes ‘An Operation’, his first poem for a year.
	17 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Robert Gallegos in a Folsom Street bar; later the subject of the poem ‘American Boy’.
	26 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sends manuscript of The Man with Night Sweats to Faber & Faber and Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	27 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Receives Shelley Memorial Award from the Poetry Society of America.
	May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes ‘Saturday Night’ and ‘My Mother’s Pride’.
	June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Article on Isherwood, ‘Getting it Right’, appears in Threepenny Review.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1991
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	10–12 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York to receive Lila Wallace–Reader’s Digest Writers’ Award.
	11 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Drafts ‘The Gas-poker’, about his mother’s suicide.
	12–17 Nov.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Washington DC to make a recording for the Library of Congress; visits the National Gallery and the Phillips Collection.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1992
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	10 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Man with Night Sweats published by Faber & Faber.
	16 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Man with Night Sweats published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	12 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Shelf Life to Faber & Faber and the University of Michigan Press.
	1–31 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits London; stays with Thérèse Megaw in Hampstead; visits Tanner in Cambridge, Davie in Devon, and family in Cornwall and Kent.
	7–9 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records interview with Clive Wilmer for the Paris Review.lviii
	27 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Reads at the London Lighthouse, a centre and hospice for people with HIV and AIDS, in Ladbroke Grove.
	26 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Collected Poems to Faber & Faber and Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	30 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Tests negative for HIV.
	5–9 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits London to receive the Forward Prize for the best collection of that year.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1993
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	15 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Awarded a MacArthur ‘Genius Grant’ Fellowship.
	19 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Bob Bair returns to live at 1216 Cole Street.
	5 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Collected Poems published by Faber & Faber.
	1–17 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Prague and Venice with Kitay; they fly back to San Francisco via Chicago to attend the MacArthur Fellowship ceremony.
	19 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Shelf Life published by the University of Michigan Press.
	20–24 Nov.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York to receive the Lenore Marshall Prize.
	7 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Refuses the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1994
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	20 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Collected Poems published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	4 July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Shelf Life published by Faber & Faber.
	15 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Tests negative for HIV.
	30 Nov.–8 Dec.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York with Kitay.
	6 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Reads at the New School for the Academy of American Poets; meets Billy Lux.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1995
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Agrees to write a monograph about Basil Bunting for William Cookson’s Agenda Editions; abandons the book in 2000.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘The Art of Poetry’ interview appears in the Paris Review.
	6–22 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Madrid and Barcelona with Kitay.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1996
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	20 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Robert Prager in the Hole in the Wall Saloon.
	April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing poems for the ‘Gossip’ sequence.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1997
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	21 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Informs UC Berkeley of his decision to retire from teaching in 1999.
	14–29 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits Venice with Kitay.
	11 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Clint Cline.lix
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1998
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	12 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes two ‘Gossip’ poems, his first since May 1997.
	19–24 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York to receive Award of Merit Medal from the American Academy of Arts and Letters.
	July
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins experiencing hallucinations as a result of amphetamine consumption.
	13 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits the AIDS Memorial Grove in Golden Gate Park, where he has an epigram carved in stone.
	29 Sept.–15 Oct.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York and Washington DC to give readings.
	14 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits the National Gallery and drafts ‘Painting by Vuillard’, the last poem written for Boss Cupid.
	5 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Tanner, in Cambridge.
	17 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets John Ambrioso at the Hole in the Wall.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	1999
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	12–14 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Records interview with James Campbell for BBC Radio; later published as Thom Gunn in Conversation with James Campbell.
	20–28 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Spends spring break with Ambrioso; they begin an affair.
	30 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Submits manuscript of Boss Cupid to Faber & Faber and Farrar, Straus & Giroux.
	24 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Retires from teaching at UC Berkeley.
	Summer
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	‘Front Door Man’ appears in Threepenny Review, his final poem published in a journal or newspaper.
	19 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Works on introduction to Ezra Pound’s Selected Poems.
	4–5 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Two-day celebration at UC Berkeley to mark his retirement.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2000
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	26 February
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Refuses the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry for a second time.
	6 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Boss Cupid published by Faber & Faber.
	3 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Boss Cupid published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux; Ezra Pound: Poems, edited by TG, published by Faber & Faber.
	2–20 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visiting Hurst Professor at the University of Washington in St Louis.
	14 October
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes ‘Lunch and then a Nap’, one of his last, unpublished, poems.lx
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2001
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	26 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Taken to UCSF Hospital with suspected heart attack; later discharged.
	11 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Writes poem about Ambrioso, ‘A Gratitude’.
	28 November
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Mary Thomson.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2002
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	9–20 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits New York, Amherst and Laramie, Wyoming, for readings.
	30 December
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Begins writing introduction for an edition of Yvor Winters’s poems.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2003
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	19–29 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Visits London to receive David Cohen Prize for Literature; TG is joint winner with Beryl Bainbridge.
	13 June
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Applies for domestic partnership with Kitay.
	September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Yvor Winters: Selected Poems, edited by TG, is published by the Library of America.
	Sept.–Dec.
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Teaches at Stanford as the Mohr Visiting Poet.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2004
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	25 January
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Thérèse Megaw.
	7 March
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Meets Phil Monsky, who moves into TG’s room at Cole Street.
	19 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Monsky moves out; TG reads to Robert Glück’s class at San Francisco State University.
	25 April
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Thom Gunn dies from polysubstance abuse resulting in heart failure at his home on Cole Street, San Francisco, at the age of seventy-four.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2005
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	29 August
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Memorial event in the Doe Library, UC Berkeley.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2007
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	4 May
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Thom Gunn: Poems, edited by Kleinzahler, published by Faber & Faber; published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux as Selected Poems in 2009.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2012
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	19 September
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Death of Catherine Thomson, Gunn’s last surviving aunt.
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	2017
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Selected Poems, edited by Wilmer, published by Faber & Faber; published by Farrar, Straus & Giroux as New Selected Poems in 2018.
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                        	autograph letter (unsigned)
	ALS
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	autograph letter (signed)
	TL
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	typed letter (unsigned)
	TLS
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	typed letter signed
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	CT
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	(Ann) Charlotte Gunn, née Thomson
	HG
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	MK
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Mike Kitay
	TG
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	Aberdeen
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Sir Duncan Rice Library, University of Aberdeen
	Amherst
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Robert Frost Library, Amherst College
	Bancroft
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley
	Columbia
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Butler Library, Columbia University
	Emory
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Stuart A. Rose Manuscripts, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University
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                        	Albert Sloman Library, University of Essex
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                        	Faber Archive
	Hornbake
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Hornbake Library, University of Maryland
	Huntington
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Literary Manuscripts Collection, Huntington Library and Art Gallery
	Kansas
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Kenneth Spencer Research Library, University of Kansas
	King’s
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Archive Centre, King’s College, University of Cambridge
	Leeds
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Brotherton Library Special Collections, University of Leeds
	London
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Manuscripts and Archives, The British Library
	Manchester
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The John Rylands Library, University of Manchester
	Morgan
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Morgan Library and Museum, New York
	New Hampshire
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Milne Special Collections and Archives, University of New Hampshire
	New York
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Special Collections Center, New York University
	Princeton
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Princeton University Library Special Collections
	Sacks Foundation
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Oliver Sacks Foundation, New Yorklxii
	Stanford
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Special Collections and University Archives, Stanford University
	Texas
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin
	Toronto
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of
	Toronto
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	Tulsa
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa
	UCLA
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Charles E. Young Research Library, University of California, Los Angeles
	Yale
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	FT
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Fighting Terms
	SM
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Sense of Movement
	MSC
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	My Sad Captains
	T
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Touch
	M
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Moly
	JSC
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Jack Straw’s Castle
	PJ
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Passages of Joy
	MNS
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Man with Night Sweats
	BC
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Boss Cupid
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	OP
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	The Occasions of Poetry
	SL
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Shelf Life
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	CP
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Collected Poems
	SP
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Selected Poems, ed. Clive Wilmer (2017)
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 
	JC
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Thom Gunn in Conversation with James Campbell (London: Between the Lines, 2000)
	JH
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	John Haffenden, Viewpoints: Poets in Conversation (London: Faber & Faber, 1981)
	WS
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	W. S. Scobie, ‘Gunn in America’, London Magazine N.S. vol. 17, no. 6 (December 1977): 5–15
	PR
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Clive Wilmer, ‘Thom Gunn: The Art of Poetry LXXII’, Paris Review 135 (Summer 1995): 142–89
	 
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	 



         

         Bible references are to the Authorised (King James) Version. Shakespeare references are to The Complete Works, ed. Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, 2nd edn (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005).
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            1939

         

         
            to Herbert Gunn1

            Early 19392

            ALS Ander Gunn

            [110 Frognal,

Hampstead,

London NW3]3

            Thursday

            Dear Father,

            Thank-you for the lovely toy theatre, we have played with it from early morn till sunset.

            […]

            Miss Fuller a very kind and good-mannered misstress is leaving at the end of term. I gave 2s of my own money, towards her present (Ander said every single “persman” in the school likes her, quite true too,) Ander did too.4

            I go to a garden party to help “poor Spain” on Saturday.

            Ander wants a pistol you shoot little films out of, you get them from Selfridges if this is not too spoily. love

            Tom

            
               1. Herbert Gunn (1903–62), TG’s father. See Glossary of Names.

               2. Approximate date based on the separation of TG’s parents in November 1938, and the reference to the Spanish Civil War: Franco declared victory on 1 April 1939 as the last significant Republican forces surrendered.

               3. The letter is written on headed paper with the family’s former address (4 Daylesford Road, Cheadle, Cheshire) crossed out in black ink. The Gunns moved to Hampstead in 1938.

               4. Ander Gunn (1932– ), TG’s brother. See Glossary of Names.
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            1945

         

         
            to Mary Thomson1

            Saturday 10 February 1945

            ALS Jenny Fremlin

            110 Frognal,

N.W.3

            10 / 2 / 45

            My dearest aunty Mary,

            I’m so sorry I’ve not written for so long; thankyou for your sweet letter and the pound, which you ought not to have given us, as the clothes were free.

            So glad you liked The Mummer’s Wife,2 have you read the [Tobias] Smollett books? Besides Vanity Fair, I’ve been reading dear Hazlitt and a lovely book, very scholarly but easy to read, that Hilde gave to mother,3 about the French Revolution.

            Father just came today. He said he might not be able to send me to a university because he wouldn’t be able to afford it. I think this is nonsense, but he seems weak on the subject, and liable to have his mind changed quite easily. If he needs any argument, I could tell him that Hilde once promised to pay for me, but I don’t think it will come to that.

            The baby was born through a Cesarian operation – it is tiny and ordinary. It has been called (of all things) DAVID JAMIE ANDREW!!4 […] Father was terribly pressing and resentful and wounded when we couldn’t come, so last week John said he thought we ought to go, so we did! and spent a dull 2 hours there. We saw a dreadful nurse, who told us “that the English always have been honest and always will be honest till the end of time” in a very firm voice. I thought it best not to answer this, but afterwards wished I had mentioned the Congress at Vienna and various other proofs of our hypocrisy!

            We have managed to get 15/- each from father so far which is quite good, and I think he’s going to be quite regular about pocket-money in future. He now has an account at John Barnes; and I bought a lovely sports-coat of Harris Tweed and various other necessary articles of clothing. The sportscoat cost £5 or something, which Margot said didn’t seem bad. Father said it was shocking, but I think it’s just his meanness. I’m going to the theater on the 24th with Holgate; so then I’ll try and get tickets for Uncle Vanya.5 5I’m sorry I’ve not tried before, which was very selfish and lazy, but I think it would have been very full up whatever. Would just any Saturday matinée do?

            Margot cooks very well, and John is quite nice (of course Margot is) but I have a slight suspicion he doesn’t approve of pacifism.6 We are very happy, though once I woke up in the morning feeling quite prepared to follow Mother to the grave!7 Margot has been reading “Emma”; she has awful pains in her jaw, and catarrh, and so have I (the latter). Ander has a dreadful craving for a dog!! but I and Margot are very firm about refusing to let him have one, which father (sweet man) has counteracted, by saying to him that he has his complete permission to buy one. He says: Thankyou for the comic; and he has been clearing out the shed; and thankyou for the money. He’s being quite sweet, and is not very bad-tempered.

            I went to see Michael Wishart’s show of paintings, which were rather disappointing, not being at all like his usual good style, and all being copies of Picasso and other people. Still, he’s still nice.8

            I would very much like to come down during the week’s holiday, but am afraid neither of us will. Because I’ve got exams. (not School Certificate but “Mock Matric.” which is a practice) during the week, and I don’t think Ander wants to. I’m very sorry; but the term is very short, and we’ll be able to come during the holidays. Give Jenny and Catherine my kisses and show Jenny the portrait of herself on the other side of this page.9

                           Your loving nephew

            Tom

                                           x x x x o o o

            
               1. Mary Thomson (1907–2001), the fifth of TG’s six aunts. See Glossary of Names.

               2. George Moore, A Mummer’s Wife (1885).

               3. Hilde Marchant (1916–70), journalist, most notably for the Daily Express, and the author of Women and Children Last: A Woman Reporter’s Account of the Battle of Britain (1941). Marchant and HG were lovers during 1938–41 while HG was an assistant editor of the Express; Marchant and CT remained friends.

               4. David Jamie Andrew Gunn (1945– ), HG’s eldest son from his second marriage, to the Daily Mail reporter Olive Melville Brown (1912–90).

               5. Peter Holgate, friend of TG’s from University College School; Laurence Olivier starred in Chekhov’s Uncle Vanya at the New Theatre, London (1944–5).

               6. Margot Corbett, née Adams (1922– ), TG’s cousin, daughter of TG’s Aunt Margaret (known as Peg); John is Margot’s husband.

               7. Ann Charlotte Gunn (1903–44), TG’s mother. See Glossary of Names. She died by suicide in the early hours of 29 December 1944. See TG’s diary entry on the day of his mother’s death (SP 270–2).

               8. Michael Wishart (1928–96), British painter and TG’s friend from Bedales. Wishart reflected on their friendship in his memoir High Diver (1977), ‘Mindless fellows … 6mistook Thom’s delicacy of form and thought for weakness, which developed his toughness.’

               9. Jenny Fremlin, née Thomson (1941– ), TG’s cousin, daughter of Catherine Thomson. On the reverse TG has drawn a Picasso-style portrait of Jenny.

            

            to Mary and Catherine Thomson1

            Friday 11 May 1945

            ALS Jenny Fremlin

            110 Frognal,

Hampstead,

N.W.3

            11 / 5 / 45

            Dear Aunts M & C,

            Holgate had told me his Aunt had met someone at a wedding who had seen me on the milk-round; I was going to ask you about it – isn’t it funny? Eric is Holgate’s father.

            I’m afraid your purse was never found – what a pity! – I suppose someone took a fancy to it and kept it. Also, I have been twice (on a Sat. morning, & afternoon) to the little shop in L. Square, but each time it was closed – God knows when they do their business!

            Could Mary please send those [ration] coupons she is keeping for us; at last there is need of them.

            Last Sunday I went to the Holgates for John’s birthday party: There was a lovely cake, and on the top of it, between each candle, there was a little red flag (like those that are stuck in war-maps). The grandmother & aunt (Peggy) who came, are both very anti-Communist, and so were rather cross. All the same, they are rather nice.

            I made two lovely red flags, dying two parts of a shirt all red, with my fingers looking as though they were dipped in blood! then, after they were dry, I ironed them out and painted hammers and sickels on them as you saw in Snodland. They were very nice, but not such a bright red as could be wished. I had to rush the last part rather, as Father had told me the war would be over on Monday, so I got up an hour early. Father made us come to him that evening to have a “celebration supper” at some grand place, but as VE day wasn’t till Tuesday, we had a Florence-cooked supper. Father wanted us to come the next day as well, but we refused to.

            The next day I went out with Holgate in the afternoon. We went to Piccadilly and then walked up with immense crowds to Buckingham Palace. It was just 3 o’clock, and we heard Churchill’s speech (which we thought 7we were going to avoid) through loud speakers. After that, some people, who covered the whole of the Victoria Memorial, which graces (??) the front of the palace, shouted out “We want the King! We want the King! 1—2—3—4—G—E—O—R—GE—George! We want the King!” and so on. In the end, their graceless majesties appeared with their daughters dressed in khaki & blue, gave their regal cross between a wave & salute, & disappeared after a time. However stupid they are, it was fun seeing them; and it’s nice to say I’ve seen the King & Queen on VE day, and the crowds were most impressive, as they were all over the rest of London. Great gangs of people marched up the Mall with flags and so on; people were drunk, and plump old men dressed in morning dress, and women dressed like dowager duchesses, fell drunk onto the road. A lot of people fainted, but as there were Red Cross and St. John men every few yards with flasks and bottles at their belts, they were always brought round quickly. Several girls were kissed by force, but they only laughed. I had a rattle (tiny in comparison with some people’s, which sounded like pneumatic drills), and bought a paper hat (1/6,2 everything was a horrible price; I should think the street-sellers made about 3 times as much on every article as it really was worth, but people didn’t mind paying) – oh yes – a paper hat, and on it was written “SQUEEZE me tight,” and a red, white & PURPLE (like Jenny’s flag) rosette.

            After Buckingham Palace, we walked down to Trafalgar Square, where we went up the steps of Nelson & looked down to Whitehall, which was so crowded, even more than where we’d been, that it didn’t look as though you could move a step, if you were in the middle of it, but probably we looked like that, too. Then we heard, above our heads, the bells of St Martin-in-the-Fields, which were very sweet and clear (some bells had started at the end of Churchill’s speech) and we went into the church itself and almost got caught for a service! From there we went to Leicester Square, and so you see we quite made the Victory Tour, and probably a much nicer one than the King & Queen are now making! It was really very exciting, I wouldn’t have missed it for anything –

            But the evening was even more exciting: there were one or two little bonfires on the Heath, and Mrs (Lady) Pearce gave Ander some fireworks from before the war, which were very successful. We went twice on the roundabout, whizzing around happily at ten o’clock at night, in the bright lights surrounded by dark. Then we went up and saw all the flood-lighting, and saw quite far off in a place covered with grass, with a few trees, and surrounded by an ugly little fence, an enormous bonfire. People were very destructively & madly pulling down the ugly little fence and putting it onto the bonfire, so all of us (the Holgates, Butterfields) set to work also with 10 other U.C.S. boys, some 8soldiers & other people, to help destructively & madly pull down the ugly little fence too! There were lovely green phosphorous fireworks and guns & rockets and searchlights and beautiful things that exploded in the air and came down in bright ashes like shining grain; and all the time everybody was pulling up the fence (there was about 200 yards of it, all round) and every time we brought some more along and chucked it onto the huge bonfire, people cheered. There was an enormous ring of people, and we all danced and sang around the fire till past one. I was so tired. But Ander didn’t come home until about 2. But then, he’d not been all round London that afternoon. They went on dancing & singing round it till dawn. I went the next day to see the destruction but there was amazingly little, only all the fencing gone, and a black ring of ashes out of which dejected-looking keepers picked the metal and unburnable stuff. It was very merry.

            We have chopped down the holly-tree, we are going to grow grass over the place where it was, and in the autumn plant a laburnum.

            […]

            We are getting regular pocket-money at last. Father was very nice about it when I asked him, so we now get 10/- a fortnight each (though the Holgates get more than twice as much. Still, I suppose we don’t really need more). Margot, of course, says she didn’t have any when she was young. She also says it as though it was a great virtue. But of course, all reactionaries do. She is, as usual, despondant, sulky, and generally miserable. She talks, as a rule, to no-one, till John comes home, but the cat. I admit this kind of wimsicality is very amusing in Lewis Carrol, but when the Alice is 22 years old, and it goes on almost every day, it is not really so strikingly opposite to dull.

                           Your nephew,

            Tom.

            P.S. Sorry in pencil. Hope you can read it.

            
               1. Catherine Thomson (1909–2012), TG’s youngest aunt. See Glossary of Names.

               2. In pre-decimal coinage, one shilling and sixpence, equivalent to 7.5 p.
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            to Mary and Catherine Thomson

            Sunday 30 May 1948

            ALS Jenny Fremlin

            No 22022206 Pte. Gunn T.1

Royal Hamps: Reg.,

Corunna I Platoon

X Training Coy.,

W. B. T. B.

Kiwi Barracks,

Bulford Camp,

Wilts.

            30 / 5 / 48

            Dear Mary and Catherine,

            I am writing this in the middle of a severe and lengthy attack of laziness, which began yesterday with the rain, and has not gone yet. I went to bed for most of the afternoon, reading, speaking (and sleeping), as did most of the other people in my barrack-room who stayed behind. Then we stayed up till about 12 in the reading-room listening to Verdi’s opera Otello. I have only just got up this moment.

            We have a new corporal sleeping in our room. Luckily it is a notable change for the better – our new corporal is less officious, and has even been reduced from the rank of sergeant for not being severe enough during parades.

            Do you remember the very objectionable person I told you about, who only had a very limited vocabulary and that nothing but obscenities? One day we came back from the rifle-range and found a civilian policeman waiting for him. Apparently he had stolen the storeman’s watch the previous weekend. He was taken away to the guard room, where we have seen him at intervals since then, and we have heard nothing of him.

            This is a shockingly short letter, but I must get on with various little Tasks.

                             Love

            Tom 10

            
               1. TG was enlisted into the Royal Hampshire Regiment to begin his National Service on 1 April 1948; was transferred to the Royal Army Education Corps on 28 October 1948; served until 23 January 1950; and was released into the reserves on 13 February 1950. His military testimonial refers to him as ‘a tower of strength, teaching both advanced Army classes and backward recruits. He has been kind, patient and most generous with his own time, running the unit library and television service.’

            

            to Mary and Catherine Thomson

            Wednesday 23 June 1948

            ALS Jenny Fremlin

            No 22022206, Pte Gunn T.,

Royal Hamps. Regt.

attached to the H. Q. Company,

A.S.E. & Depot R.A.E.C,1

Buchanan Castle,

Drymen,

near Glasgow.

(Scotland, you know.)2

            23 / 6 / 48

            Dear Mary and Catherine,

            I meant to write to you before, but it’s rather a business settling in – and even now we’re not in our proper barrack room (we are sleeping in a room called the Ball Room, dangerously near a passage where sergeant majors and officers of all kinds continually flit with gloomy groans).

            We are still on fatigues (I was helping carry a piano half way across the camp this morning, but most of the time we mow grass or shovel coal), and are to be till our course starts in a week this Friday. We only wear denims for very dirty jobs – otherwise everyone wears battledress.

            The whole place is very badly organized: there was no truck for us at Glasgow station till we had waited an hour or so and telephoned the camp; when we did arrive nothing seemed ready for us; there is very little food (though what there is is very good); and there are grotesque shortages – of electric light bulbs (only 5 among 30 of us), chairs (2), wash basins (2), lavatories (2), basin plugs (0), of door handles (every N.C.O.3 carries a spare door handle about with him as an essential part of his equipment).

            The R.A.E.C. officers are a different shape altogether from infantry officers; being short and round and often with glasses, whereas the infantry officers were languishing and wilting like lilies. – The most terrifying people here are 11easily the Sergeant Majors who are all aged guardsmen, very fierce, and at least 7 foot high.

            Some people say they would prefer to be back at Bulford; but I don’t mind it very much. For one reason, there is a library of reasonable dimensions; there is a slightly more civilized atmosphere, and there is the loveliest (and most salubrious) country. Loch Lomond is only ¾ of an hour’s walk away, and there are many very large mountains which I hope to gather together enough energy to climb.

            On Sunday I went, with two others, to Balloch, at one end of Loch Lomond, where we ate 3 ice creams, a tea, and a bag of chips, went out in rowing boats, and walked by the Loch. Every female we met read aloud our shoulder flashes to each other with great interest. Scottish women seem much more flirtatious than English! There are quite a number of ATS in the camp,4 who join in everything we do – there will be two in each of our classes.

            My postcards are very much admired. Luckily I have a windowsill over my present bed, on which I stand the box that frames them. – I am reading ‘Kangaroo’ still, but don’t like it very much. Lawrence is so absurdly serious. I am getting some time to read French, and I am rereading Antony & Cleopatra in a very Glorious edition out of the library.

            I went to the film of Nicolas Nickleby in hall in the camp on Tuesday.5 I thought it rather a bad film, but I am not very fond of the book, which is anyway very unsuitable for filming. It was not improved by the facts that the projection was a little blurry and the loudspeaker only allowed you to hear about a third of the dialogue.

            Sergeants are ten a penny here, but very uppish, as they were privates like us only a short while ago. Hope I shall be one too quite soon! A letter written all over the place, I am afraid. It is now tomorrow (the 24th)!

            Love, Tom

            […]

            
               1. ASE = Army School of Education; RAEC = Royal Army Educational Corps.

               2. See ‘Buchanan Castle, 1948’, London Magazine N.S. 19, no. 9–10 (Dec 1979–Jan 1980), 45; uncollected. Its working titles include ‘Soldier as Poet’ and ‘Poet as Soldier’.

               3. NCO = non-commissioned officer.

               4. ATS = Auxiliary Territorial Service, the women’s branch of the British Army (1938–49).

               5. The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby, dir. Alberto Cavalcanti (1947).
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            to Herbert Gunn

            Saturday 10 February 1951

            ALS Ander Gunn

            L4 Whewell’s Court

[Trinity College, Cambridge]

            10th? Feb ’51

            […]

            Dear Father,

            […]

            I have been to some quite interesting meetings lately. Tom Driberg was speaking in the Union, & [Vladimir Peniakoff] at a club I belong to.1 Also saw a most interesting 1932 film by Cocteau – A Poet’s Blood. Superb – even better than ‘Orphée’.

            I have come to a decision recently which is the result of at least a year’s thought. I have been consciously trying to find a solution since early last summer – and have at last decided that my only proper course is to become a conscientious objector. I dare say people will attribute to me the reasons they always attribute to objectors: cowardice or dislike of army discipline. Of course I did dislike the army, like most people; and I should probably be terrified when it came to fighting, like most people; but I think you will do me the credit of believing that these are quite irrelevant. I simply see no reason why I should believe right what my reason and emotion tell me is wrong, and I think one ought to act on one’s beliefs (or beliefs have no value). It should be unnecessary to say such a thing – but I have found large numbers of people who believe in doing what is easiest, large numbers who believe in doing what is most expedient, and large numbers who believe – if they believe anything at all – ‘ours not to reason why, ours but to do and die’. I would like to emphasise, then, that (1) it is for moral reasons that I take this step (though of course I would disagree – who wouldn’t? – politically with a war with against Russia), (2) I think it is usually only by individual action that one man can bring about any good, (3) I do not believe a bad means can ever bring about anything but a bad end, (4) this is not just an impetuous action on the spur of the moment – I shall not change my mind, and I have been 13thinking about it for a long time, (5) it is inconsistent with my already having done national service, but I feel no obligation to stand by something done at the age of 18, when I had not thought on the subject with any thoroughness. – I wrote out six pages of detailed reasons and arguments last week for you, but decided not to send them because they looked rather pompous and I thought you would understand even if I gave them at such short length as this. But I have worked out my ideas on the subject as well as I can, and am still working them out, so that I hope to be able to present them clearly to a tribunal. If I am to be called up on the Z reserve, it is a good opportunity to show I am willing to undergo a certain amount of discomfort for my opinions (i.e., if necessary, prison!!!) instead of the relative convenience of undergoing the 15-day summer romp.2 I have got into contact with the Central Board of Conscientious Objectors in London, and (through them) with the representative in Cambridge, and have also written a registered letter to Army Records to tell them (as advised by the Central Board of C.O.s) and have persuaded a friend to do the same. I am thinking of joining the Peace Pledge Union, which is the best non-religious pacifist organisation. I hope you will excuse me for not having told you before I acted – but (apart from Ander) you are the first person outside Cambridge whom I have told about this. I thought it best to commit myself to save complications – that is, because I knew that whether people agreed or disagreed my reasons would still be the same. (I don’t expect my aunts – except Barbara – to be in the least sympathy.) Whatever you think, don’t worry about me: I shan’t be going to Wormwood Scrubs – yet, anyway!!! I doubt if I shall have my tribunal till late summer, if then. I quite see the danger of being arrogant, conceited, and martyrish about it; but I hope it is not a real danger: I do not consider that I am doing any more than any individual person should do. I hope I have your sympathy if not your agreement.

            Don’t let this disturb the excellent editorship of an excellent magazine!3

                              Love,

            Thom

            P.S. Sorry this is such a tomb-like sermon of a letter. Questions on points of doctrine invited.4

            
               1. The Cambridge University Socialist Club, where TG ‘read aloud from left-wing poetry of the thirties’ (OP 158).

               2. Class Z Reserve was a reserve contingent of the British Army. Following the Second World War, a Z Reserve of soldiers and officers who had served between 3 September 1939 and 31 December 1948 could be required to undertake refresher training or return to full-time service, if they were under forty-five years of age. 14

               3. HG resigned the editorship of the Evening Standard in August 1950. He bought the magazine Modern Housewife, renamed it You, and installed his wife Olive as editor.

               4. HG published an extract from this letter, and his reply, anonymously: see ‘Father v. Son: Z Call-up Controversy’, You (April 1951), 18–21. The exchange was kept anonymous ‘in deference to the wishes of the father’.

            

            to Alice Collings1

            Saturday 21 July 19513

            ALS (postcard2) Jenny Fremlin

            [Blois, France]4

            Dear Great Aunt,

            Am being awfully jolly. Getting very good lifts – today went 100km in an army lorry – some soldiers on their way to fetch a broken down lorry.5 They insisted that I shared lunch with them, & gave me piles of meat & wouldn’t let me pay!! Am at present near Blois.

            Love, Thom

            
               1. Alice Collings (1862–1958), TG’s great aunt. Collings lived much of her life with the Thomsons at Covey Hall and was responsible for home-schooling some of TG’s aunts.

               2. The postcard shows Chartres Cathedral.

               3. Date supplied from postmark.

               4. Location supplied from postmark and internal evidence.

               5. During his first summer vacation from Cambridge, TG read the complete works of Shakespeare and hitch-hiked through France (OP 159). See ‘South’, Times Literary Supplement (12 June 1987), 633; uncollected.
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            to John Coleman1

            Sunday 9 March 1952

            ALS Coleman Family

            Trinity [College, Cambridge]

            March 9th I think

            Beloved John,

            I wish I had come to see you & Margaret2 off when you left – Raef and I had intended to shoot rockets from the platform.3 John Farrowleigh understands that you require robins, and I believe has sent a squadron of them to tour the London parks.4 We do so miss you both – where is a cult without its objects of worship?

            We all went to look at Roy Campbell the other day, speaking to the Shirley Society (Cats Officers Mess Culture Club) about Leavis. He was a scream: everybody went away determining to read his books and to go to more of Leavis’ lectures. Absolutely incoherent: looked like a cross between Mr Gladstone and a sergeant major; spoke half the time of his experiences fighting men and bulls, the other half of socialism and the Brit Council (with which, curiously, he identified F.R.L.). Thought you might be interested.

            I got so swinishly drunk at your farewell party that I never said goodbye. We finished up some of the wine (that is, Karl5 and I) at Raef’s yesterday. Karl bought innumerable garments from Raef – a dinner jacket & three pairs of trousers – has also bought Pat Harrison’s mackintosh. Well-dressed man, Karl, quite staggeringly neat. Also sane, but not tediously so. […]

            I think I am editing the next Fortune Press anthology: at first I refused on the grounds that I could not find more than about 30 poems – but they were so humble, saying I could make it as short as I liked, and giving way on everything.6 They send letters typed on pink wrapping paper. Raef is designing a dust cover, and I am going to try and improve on the typography of the last one. – You simply must be in it – the very backbone. You seemed to have objections, but I shan’t do it at all if you won’t let me print 4 or 5 or 6 of your poems (truth!). Could I reprint the 2 sonnets, and Two, and either one or both the poems in the summer number of the Review (1951)? (Rapunzel and the other.) I have copies of them all. But really the whole thing is an awful 16racket – ‘Cambridge Poetry’ that is: John Mander7 is being so awkward at present, manufacturing a synthetic tradition, and has he says published an edition of his magazine entirely devoted to horrid Harold [Silver]. – The Fortune Press have a funny tone, certainly: in their last letter the following sentence occurred, completely isolated:

            ‘Any suspicion of nepotism should be avoided, as this is so damaging.’

            I shall take no notice, – only my friends can write well!

            […]

            Raef has just told me it is not impossible you will come here for a day next week. Do hope so. Don’t bother to answer this if feeling terribly depressed: everybody must be writing to you and it is vile having to write letters at the best of times (for you I mean, not for me).

                           Love,

            Thom

            
               1. John Coleman (1927–2001) read English at Downing College. His ‘affectionately witty manner’, TG wrote, ‘struck me as the last word in sophistication’ (OP 161).

               2. Margaret Owen, née Baron (1932– ) read law at Girton College and met TG through Coleman. She was also a member of the Amateur Dramatic Club (ADC), where she met MK.

               3. Raef Payne, a friend of TG’s at Cambridge; went on to be a schoolmaster at Eton.

               4. Possibly John Farrelly, a friend of Karl Miller’s at Downing College.

               5. For Karl Miller, see next letter.

               6. Poetry from Cambridge, 1951–52, ed. Gunn (1952).

               7. John Mander (1932–78), writer and poet, studied at Trinity College. TG described Mander as ‘an Etonian Marxist’ and thought the poetry he wrote at Cambridge ‘had a vigour somewhat lacking in mine’ (OP 158). For Mander’s ‘magazine’ see TG, ‘Oasis: an experiment in selling poetry’, The Bookseller (15 March 1952), 782–5.

            

            to Karl Miller1

            Monday 14 July 19522

            ALS Emory

            till Aug 2: at Priory Farm Camp

West Walton

Wisbech
Cambs

            July 14

            Dear Karl,

            After I last saw you I talked mainly about films, with Alan till midnight.3 I hope you enjoyed the revue. Next day I left the sinful flat and hitched 17to where I am now. It is quite an agreeable place: we earn very little, but as Coleman said it is good to be in the open air all the time – a cure for introspection. I have been a proper extrovert since I came here. I have made 2 very good friends whom you would like very much – one a magnificent Jamaican who is going home next month, he is 30 and helps us by summing up our sexual difficulties in coherent terms; the other you shall meet next term – a Frenchman called Guy, very generous and very high spirited – one of those people who, in your own phrase, expend surplus energy to no particular purpose but very effectively. (To reassure you, both are as heterosexual as a Cradock.)

            Trinity has given me a scholarship – I hope Downing has done the same by you. I feel desperately sorry for you, fortnighting with the t.a.4 – (relax). I have written a poem which I enclose: it is founded on real life, as you shall see.5 There is a chance that I shall have saved up enough to go to Italy in August after all; on the way I hope to drop in at Cambridge & see Romeo & Juliet.6

            You told me to let you know if anything new turned up on “the sexual horizon”. As soon as I got here I found myself surrounded by girls, so as they flirted with me I flirted with them which is so easy. Round about the 3rd evening I became involved with a girl called Ann – at first sight something very attractive about her. A kiss became prolonged and the situation became inescapable. I felt very vigorous during the first week or 2 and was prepared to experiment without stop, and while we still had confidence in each other and there was still exploration to be made everything was well. The main lights of the camp wr turned out at 11, and there were various beds laid about the recreation room so there was plenty of opportunity for exploration and experiment. She never, I am convinced, suspected for a minute that I loved men, and I was very nice to her. She said at the very beginning that as she was a Roman Catholic she would not have intercourse with me: however it was obvious I cd persuade her to in a few days.

            But tho I was very interested until my curiosity was satisfied mere curiosity is soon satisfied, and I never for a minute imagined I felt any passion. To my credit, I never pretended to be more than casual. I carried off casualness with panache for a while; but I began to get bored, & there is also a feeling of fear of being committed to an attitude one does not sincerely feel so I had to make the necessary break, and I now see I was more unkind than I had meant to be. I knew that I cd have persuaded her to do anything I wanted – but I would not have been adequate to deal with her afterwards. And it did not seem worth the interest of the experiment if it were to be so joyless. Guy & Ozzie (the Jamaican) are at present trying to persuade me to make love to 18a dear little girl from Leeds whom they assure me has indicated I would not be disagreeable – you would think her very lovely, and she is – but I have learnt by the affair with Ann that one must not enter on such things if one cannot be happy in them and make the girl happy. It is a pity to be perverted. Meanwhile, living like an animal is beginning to pall somewhat – the first 3 weeks were all right but the next 3 are going to be a terrible bore. Ozzie is going at the end of this week & only Guy is staying on. Guy is continually happy, but has a lot of trouble with various girls & odd hours of depression when he comes to me, most unsuitably, for advice.

            This (on being read) looks very conceited & “all very disorganised”, but I thought you would like to know. Have read absolutely no complete book since the exams started some 6 or 7 weeks ago; somebody here lent me a book called ‘Pleasures of New Writing’ and I read a few of the stories I had not seen before – one by Lionel Trilling which was not so bad as the others; but the only one that gave me any real pleasure was one I had read before by Wm Sansom.7 He magnifies until something is vivid. I hope you have found time to do some writing? Here is a poem I hope I have room for: (P.S. I sent up more poems to Lehmann for New Soundings,8 & he said cd he keep The Secret Sharer & perhaps make use of it so long as it hadn’t been printed before – even in a university magazine. I had to tell him it had, so expect it back. Disappointing.)

            […]

            This [poem] is very derivative. Do write to me if you have time.

            Thom.

            P.P.S. You must not worry about what J. Coleman said of percentages of homosexuality in your character – no one who knew you could seriously think so. Besides, he was drunk and talking nonsense.

            P.P.P.S. This is very cramped, but I only had 2 pp of notepaper. English Club: I met a cretin who is the next president of the Shirley & he says they have got Redgrove for next term so thr is no point in trying him.9

            
               1. Karl Miller (1931–2014) read English at Downing College and was TG’s first close friend at Cambridge. See Glossary of Names.

               2. Date supplied from internal evidence.

               3. Alan Bowness (1928–2021) read Modern Languages at Downing and later became a prominent art historian and Director of the Tate Gallery (1980–8).

               4. TA = Territorial Army, the British Army’s part-time reserve force, which traditionally used fortnight-long summer training camps.

               5. The poem is ‘Carnal Knowledge’ (CP 15–16).

               6. George ‘Dadie’ Rylands and John Barton directed Romeo & Juliet for the Marlowe Society at the Cambridge Arts Theatre, and at the Scala Theatre, London, on 11–13 August 1952. Tony White played Romeo. 19

               7. Pleasures of New Writing, ed. Lehmann (1952). The Sansom story is ‘On Stony Ground’.

               8. John Lehmann (1907–87) edited the BBC radio programme New Soundings, on which TG’s ‘The Secret Sharer’ was broadcast in September 1952. See Glossary of Names.

               9. TG was president of the English Club, and Miller its secretary (1952–3). Their guest speakers for Michaelmas Term included Angus Wilson and Dylan Thomas.

            

            to John Holmstrom1

            Monday 15 December 1952

            ALS (copy2) Bancroft

            27 Holboro Rd,

Snodland, Kent

            15 Dec 52

            Dear John,

            You didn’t date your letter, but I am sure it was at least 4 weeks ago. If I haven’t answered before now, it’s partly a feeling that I ought to allow myself at least a whole morning to answer your great blackboards of typing, for which (don’t mistake me) I am grateful, but before which I feel the sort of awe one always has towards big things like cathedrals or your letter. Mine will be inadequate, I know, because I don’t think I have the energy for more than five thousand words, and my critical faculty isn’t as developed as yours.

            I liked most of your comments on my poems very much, the more so because when you said something I knew already it was always something that nobody else but myself had noticed. In the main I agree with the order of merit you place them in – I myself think The Beach Head and A Mirror for Poets are the best – though I can’t agree with your placing of Incident on a Journey,3 which is a mere exercise which didn’t engage me much in the writing and doesn’t in the reading.

            To clear up some things you asked (this reads like the Rejoinders to Rejoinders in ‘Scrutiny’):4

            1. ‘Night-exposure in the hair’ refers to were-wolves in the previous line. They are exposed to anyone who catches them unawares, they are wolves at night, and, being wolves, they are covered with hair instead of skin.

            2. John a Gaunt verse. You can’t exactly dash thro a person (except in the crudest sense) but you can dash thro a relationship, or an affair, bringing the emotional climaxes near together so exhaustingly that you bring it to a premature end.20

            3. I didn’t realise dust in the universe was so complicated, but I expect you’re right. It is just that if one believes in immortal souls, then they are as lasting and material as dust. Dust is immortal because it always stays about, in some form or another: Body becomes dust, dust only becomes another sort of dust. Soul hangs about and can’t get annihilated any more than this immortal dust. (Explanation more confusing than thing explained?)

            4. You’re right about the Wystanishness of A Mirror for Poets: the whole poem is, I feel, what one calls unrealised.5 It was written over a period of 3 months last year. Originally it had two other (horrid) verses, but I still don’t think I’ve got it right. The reason why I like it is that even if it doesn’t say all I meant, it says more than I usually succeed in saying.

            5. Paphlagonian King. Character in Sidney’s Arcadia (one of the subjects of the poem), who goes thro a lot of what King Lear goes thro. I thought when I wrote it that he was better known than he appears to be.

            6. You’re dead right about classical imagery – I realised when writing The Wound that it is altogether too easy, too stock-responsy and too hackneyed. But I used it partly because of that: so that I could depend on the reader’s having a simple familiar picture before him, on which I could build anything original I had to say. However I don’t seem to have succeeded in doing this, and had better lay off Foreign Mythologies in future.

            7. For the rest, I’m glad you don’t like Two Ghosts: I am rather worried that so many people have liked it.6 It is I think the only poem I have ever written and revised and finished and everything in half an hour; and its subject is so trivial and unnecessary, without much reference to what humans feel. Sorry you didn’t like Lerici more: I think the middle bit is the best and most stendhalian thing I’ve done.7

            Then you make some general observations, of which I agree with only the flattering ones. Of course I don’t mind your questioning whether I should write poetry at all. I often wonder myself. I really think it’s impossible to decide until one knows exactly how one is to develop. And writing poetry, like writing individual poems, is often an affair of self-persuasion – by which I don’t mean self-delusion. I think your vocation, if one must call it that, may be more pronounced.

            There are extraordinary similarities between our verse. I don’t know whether 3 years of Cambridge is to blame for this: I suspect so. The people we most resemble, in general, are Empson and Graves – tho distantly most of the time.8 I am more like Empson, you like Graves. Now this is a bit frightening, in view of the minute efficiency of those two. I admire them both limitedly: both are damned efficient, but neither have, really, done anything big with their talent: only lovely exercises which they can repeat and repeat. 21Perhaps you disagree. But I have found them at first helpful and encouraging influences, then more lately dangerously limiting …

            You say, could I try writing more directly for a bit?

            I feel I am as unreserved as I am competent to be in my poems: I only try to treat what I am sure I can deal with, and I think that my reserve is beginning to grow less – I had thought not gradually enough. You see, my chief fear is of writing again the awful sexy stuff – sentimentality and pornography of inexperience – that I wrote between 16 and 18.9 I don’t want to write of my emotions according to their intensity, but to the competence with which I can treat them. Of course it isn’t as conscious as this, which is a rationalisation (but I hope a correct one): one explores in writing, naturally. And I want to explore as large a country as I can while I still have some of the flexibility of being young. To work within the limitations of one’s own sexual emotions can come later when I have tried out as many different ways as possible of expressing them.

            By this I don’t mean masks (in the sense of disguises) for homosexual passion; but I want to be able to write of other things, so that I can work out relationships between them and myself – which I am still coleridgian enough to think is the best thing one can do in poetry. […]

            One’s fear is that these hard times may never give one a subject and one will have to go on writing little exercises on set subjects that pretend to be inspirations.

                         Love,

            Thom

            
               1. John Holmstrom (1927–2013) studied at King’s and was a childhood friend of Tony White, who introduced him to TG. Holmstrom was gay and someone in whom TG could confide his sexual feelings. See Glossary of Names.

               2. Holmstrom transcribed this letter and sent it to the Bancroft Library, with the heading: ‘December 1952, after an initial exchange of poetic oeuvre’. The original letter is held in a private collection.

               3. This is a different poem to ‘Incident on a Journey’ in FT; see Chance 3 (April–June 1953), 70; uncollected.

               4. Scrutiny: A Quarterly Review (1932–53) was founded by L. C. Knights and F. R. Leavis. One of the most important critical reviews of the twentieth century, it gained notoriety as the quintessential Leavisite publication.

               5. ‘[Auden]’s someone I’m profoundly grateful to for giving me by his example the feeling that I could write about my experience,’ TG remarked: ‘That’s what his example did for me: it made things seem easy, and the poetry I wrote then […] was riddled with Audenesque mannerisms’ (PR 149–50). See also TG to McClatchy, 24 September 1983, below.

               6. ‘Two Ghosts’, Oasis 5 (February 1952), 8; uncollected.22

               7. TG was passionate about Stendhal, most notably The Charterhouse of Parma (1839). See TG to Wilmer, 23 August 1994, below.

               8. Empson and Graves were important poets for the Movement generation for their emphasis on rational judgement, intellectual precision and interest in the metaphysical poets; for the Movement, see also TG to Conquest, 11 March 1955, below. TG reviewed Graves’s Poems 1953 (1953) in Gadfly 3, no. 3 (31 October 1953), 35–6, and Empson’s Collected Poems (1955) in London Magazine 3, no. 2 (February 1956), 70–5; both uncollected. See also TG to White, 25 November 1955, below.

               9. See ‘My Suburban Muse’ (OP 153–6).

            

            to Karl Miller

            Thursday 18 December 1952

            ALS Emory

            27 Holborough Rd,

Snodland, KENT.

            18 Dec 52

            To be read at breakfast with an unflinching expression. –

             

            Dear Karl,

            This will be another haste-written letter, as I am on the verge of going to my post office. (I have the mornings off, or have had, so far, because I am on evening duty.) […]

            Happier times loom. I mean Paris.1 Tho I have not yet had word from Margy, I have got another letter from John, who says that he can put us up (us = you, Tony,2 & me) in the Poissonerie up to and including the night of the 2nd Jan. He also says he’ll meet me when I arrive, on the evening of the 29th. So, rather than reverse this I’ll leave England (Folkestone) on the morning of the 29th, and you follow what day you please. – Unless you find you can come that day, after all. I am looking forward ecstatically to seeing T again. One invariably finds it surprising (tho god knows, experience shd show it’s the rule rather than otherwise) that the absence of a person presses them upon the memory & imagination quite disproportionately. Somehow, without anticipating it, I have found myself thinking about him for days on end. Perhaps there wd be a chance to sleep with him in Paris. Perhaps, but one mustn’t set too much store on such a thing coming to pass. Anyway I know you’d never hinder me. And what a place for it to happen; Paris, the hot lips of Europe. But this is silly talk.

            […] 23

            Am reading Plato, who is so impossible. What is Justice, asked jesting Gunn?3 With a sneer which is something more than a jest. I like the social history & the Symposium, but doubt if I’ll be able to answer an exam question on those. Also Women in Love – and anything I’ve ever said against Lawrence is retracted. I’m a proper great-tradition boy now, aren’t I, what with liking Conrad and tolerating James. Roderick Hudson was less satisfactory as a whole: at the end I found myself asking, as always with James ‘What the hell is it about?’ There is this quite wonderful writing around something – something which for all one knows might well be an hallucination.

            […]

                           Dearest love, my dear boy,

            Thom

            
               1. TG gives an account of this trip in ‘Cambridge in the Fifties’ (OP 165–6).

               2. Tony White (1930–76) met TG in spring 1952. See Glossary of Names.

               3. ‘Pilate saith unto him, What is truth?’ (John 18:38). ‘What is truth? asked jesting Pilate, and would not stay for an answer’ is the opening line of Francis Bacon’s essay ‘Of Truth’ (1625).
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            to Donald Hall1

            Wednesday 13 May 1953

            ALS New Hampshire

            Trinity College

Cambridge

            13 May 53

            Dear Don,

            Thank you for your magnificent letter. Nice of you to ask me to submit to Paris Review.2 Of course you can use what you like from the Fantasy.3 I have several new poems – by when do you want them?

            Have just been looking through all I have written in the last few months and am faintly depressed. I get the feeling that I started writing a few years ago with something like the proper Poetic vigour, & that everything since then has been weaker and phonier, tho more polished – all my writing an artificial inducement, a recapitulation, by reference to past work. I used to be afraid I would stop writing; now my fear is not that, but that I won’t get any better. Kind of you to bind up the wounds that Toynbee inflicted,4 but tho I don’t think that criticism is particularly apt of any of the beginnings he quoted, I do think I and some of the others can be criticised for living on something other than the present feeling – i.e. other people’s work or what I have written before. Why, for instance, there should be so many quotations from Shakespeare in that old drear Carnal Kn, I don’t know. It looks as tho it’s John Dover Wilson rather astonished at why he should be in that particular bed. I was not very pleased, either, that I alone of all the people in the book had informative notes appended giving one or two facts I didn’t even know myself.

            Your suggestion to give me introductions to people in Harvard (if I do go there) is most kind. I feel encouraged by what you say about the American Literary Scene. I had hoped it was like that. Or at least different from what it is in England, where as you say it’s all a racket, and values are much more social than critical. Leavis, with all his limitations, does see that; which is why he’s hated by the Mortimers and boudoir-kings of the Sunday papers.525

            Also, I’d like to accept your offer of the loan of A.C.R’s poems, which I want very much to read.6 Have been trying, in fact, to get a copy. If you could send it some time, as you suggested, I’ll return it when I see you and meanwhile care for it as if it contained my own Works … Saw one of hers, England and Always in a New Yorker just now.

            No, I have never been a lion. Not too fond of animals. This is a chaotic letter. Begun one week ago, which I lost. I meant to write a longer one. Tripos is sort of near, and I keep on thinking how I must work. I know it’s always fashionable in universities to say one doesn’t do any work, but I just seem to go to films. Health to Kirby and a Poetry Fellowship to you.

                           Yours,

            Thom

            
               1. Donald Hall (1928–2018) received a BLitt from Oxford in 1953. See Glossary of Names.

               2. Hall was the first poetry editor of the Paris Review (1953–61).

               3. The Fantasy Poets Number Sixteen: Thom Gunn (1953). Its six poems are: ‘Incident on a Journey’, ‘Wind in the Street’, ‘The Wound’, ‘The Beach Head’, ‘The Right Possessor’ and ‘A Village Edmund’.

               4. Philip Toynbee reviewed Springtime: An Anthology of Young Poets and Writers, ed. Fraser and Fletcher (1953) in The Observer (May 3, 1953); quoting the opening line of ‘Carnal Knowledge’, Toynbee refers to its ‘slick and empty facility’.

               5. Raymond Mortimer (1895–1980), sometime literary editor of the New Statesman and book reviewer for the Sunday Times.

               6. Adrienne Rich’s A Change of World (1951) won the Yale Series of Younger Poets Competition.

            

            to Mike Kitay1

            Thursday 21 May 19532

            ALS Mike Kitay

            Heaven.

            21st May

            My darling,

            You are working, so I cannot speak to you. I hope you’re not cross that those people came in, or, if you are, only that they prevented you from working. Because I was thinking of you while they talked and didn’t look at you, for loving you so much I’d have looked too tenderly. I love you, Mike Kitay, and not only because you’re handsome and beautiful-voiced and graceful; I love you wholly, so much with all of myself, that I don’t know what to do or say when there are other people by. And I am in love with your looks as well, 26because they’re a part of you almost as much as what you say and think, but I’m so permanently in love with you all that I’ll love them whatever they became. You are 22, my darling darling, and I love you because you are 22, and because you are as you are, and because you are here, and because you love me, & for 222 reasons none of which explains it. I just can’t say why, but I know more certainly than ever before (and you must believe me), that this is for good; and I want there to be no Goodbye, and no parting, and never to share you, and love you and love you and love you.

            T

            P.S. This is only 1/22 of what I want to be able to say.

            
               1. Mike Kitay (1931– ) met TG at a cast party for the ADC’s production of Cyrano de Bergerac in December 1952. See Glossary of Names.

               2. Date supplied from internal evidence.

            

            to Tony White1

            c. June 19532

            ALS Tulsa

            Trinity [College, Cambridge]

            Dear Tony,

            Most sorry not to have said goodbye to you (right ventricle of my heart) at the party the other night. I was in the other room for about an hour, and when I came back, you and your coat were gone. All the sorrier – I do regret Something,3 you see in that I’d been seeing so little of you this term. Which was mainly or completely my fault, but not thro my lack of love for you – and I hope you haven’t thought so. I’m glad you knew about the Mike K etc, for besides the fact that one likes one’s friends to know facts about oneself, it’s some explanation for my having neglected you and Karl. I do hope to see you soon, in London or Cambridge or North Africa, – before the end of the year at least: apart from the fact that you are likeable, you are exemplary: ‘our Sidney and our perfect man’4 your actions are clean and direct. God knows that’s rare enough. I myself am much weaker as the last term has borne out: being in love I wanted to give all my time to loving and simultaneously remain the same person as before – that is seeing my friends as much. They have to be reconciled in some way, but I didn’t get very near to a reconciliation – it was like holding on to a pendulum rather than being the perfect Existentialist who stands at the works of the clock & swings the pendulum […]. 27

            Hope you don’t think this is all gush; but I meant to say something like this the other night & would have if I hadn’t missed you. I know getting notes like this is a bit embarrassing, but imagine it’s spoken and not written & it’ll be acceptable, and anyway embarrassment is one of the feelings to be eliminated in our New Order. So I repeat, I wish I’d said goodbye to you, I hope to see you soon, and you continue to be my most admired man. Answer this when you feel like it.

            Thom

            […]

            
               1. Tony White (1930–76), actor and writer. See Glossary of Names.

               2. Date written in by White.

               3. The refrains of TG’s ‘Incident on a Journey’ (CP 33–4) are variations of the phrase ‘But I regret nothing’.

               4. A line from Yeats’s ‘In Memory of Major Robert Gregory’ (1918).

            

            to Helena Mennie Shire1

            Wednesday 9 September 1953

            ALS Aberdeen

            as from London, but any answer, to: c/o Thomson

27 Holborough Road,

Snodland,

Kent.

            9th Sept 53

            Dear Mrs Shire,

            It is very long since my paltry postcard sent from I can’t remember where, but I only got back from the European tour about ten days ago, and for nine of those ten days I have been subjected to writing with a biro, which with me means a series of inkless but very deep pained marks. I went through Belgium, Germany, Austria, & a bit of North Italy, and count myself lucky to have been able to borrow tremendously from the American I was with, and see so many places.2 I have come to a startling conclusion about Germans, which I may confide to you next month. I saw diverse operas – The Rosenkavelier in Cologne; Figaro and St Joan at the Stake (which I hated but superbly done) by the Munich State Opera; and Aida in a Roman amphitheatre at Verona – directed by the film man [G. W.] Pabst, it introduced the Nile on to the stage in tanks – Aida came up it in a boat – and for the triumphal march 2 elephants, 2 dromedaries, and best of all a sacred bull which casually left droppings in the middle of the stage: laughter of 20,000 drowned triumphal march. 28

            […]

            I am at last on the brink of reading All the Eliz & Jac Drama besides Shakespeare. Really, so far I have only read Marlowe and Jonson and Ford – not even Tourneur.

            Also on the brink of another broadcast – on the notorious ‘First Reading’. I have 5 poems to be broadcast, I understand, among them the one you helped me with: ‘A Mirror for Poets’. Slight disappointment was that if I’d come back 3 days earlier from Europe I should be reading them myself. But I am promised a better reader than the previous 2 times.3

            Went to the New Statesman the other day to ask if they could trust me to review a book. Mr [Kingsley] Martin passed me on to Miss [Janet] Adam Smith, who was not over impressed but gave me a copy of a terrible book on Masefield.4 I read JM – Everlasting Mercy etc. as a result, and he isn’t quite so bad as I expected. (Have you any good lines on him?)

                           Love to all family,

            Thom

            
               1. Helena Mennie Shire (1912–91) was TG’s main supervisor at Cambridge. See Glossary of Names.

               2. The ‘American’ was Mike Kitay. TG’s late poem ‘Rapallo’ (BC 96–7) is about this trip.

               3. John Wain’s radio programme First Reading replaced Lehmann’s New Soundings. TG’s poems ‘For a Birthday’, ‘A Kind of Ethics’, ‘Matter and Spirit’ and ‘Cameleon’ [sic] were broadcast on 24 September 1953. ‘A Mirror for Poets’ was broadcast on G. S. Fraser’s programme New Poetry on 16 September 1953.

               4. TG reviewed Muriel Spark, John Masefield (1953) in New Statesman and Nation (21 November 1953), 651.
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