Classic Poetry Series

George Hitchcock
- poems -

Publication Date:
2012

Publisher:
PoemHunter.Com - The World's Poetry Archive

George Hitchcock (2 June 1914 – 27 August 2010)
George Parks Hitchcock was an American actor, poet, playwright, teacher,
labor activist, publisher, and painter. He is best known for creating Kayak, a
poetry magazine that he published as a one-man operation from 1964 to
1984. Equally important, Hitchcock published writers under the "Kayak"
imprint including the first two books by Charles Simic, second books by Philip
Levine and Raymond Carver, translations by W.S. Merwin, and early books
by Robert Bly and James Tate.
Biography
Hitchcock was born in Hood River, Oregon, graduating in 1935 from the
University of Oregon, where he was a reporter on the school newspaper.
After college, he worked as a journalist for several labor movement
periodicals, including The Western Worker and The People’s Daily World,
simultaneously developing an interest in poetry which was fostered by
Kenneth Rexroth. He joined the United States Merchant Marine during World
War II, and worked as a cook and a waiter in the South Pacific.
After the war, he became more active in the labor movement, working to
organize dairy workers in California and teaching at the California Labor
School. Later, he became active in the San Francisco theater scene, writing
plays and acting with the Actor's Workshop and the Interplayers while
working as a landscape gardener.
While performing at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival in 1957, Hitchcock was
called to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee, where
in response to a question asking him his profession, he responded, "I am a
gardener. I do underground work on plants". He refused to answer any
further questions "on the grounds that this hearing is a big bore and waste of
the public's money".
Magazine publisher
In 1958, after the San Francisco Review published one of Hitchcock's plays,
he joined it as an editor. When the organization folded, he founded Kayak as
a response to what he saw as the "tepid eclecticism" of the other literary
journals of the day, with the journal's title representing the "small watertight
vessel operated by a single oarsman" that was a metaphor for the way he
personally ran the publication as a self-titled "dictator".Hitchcock ran Kayak
frugally as a one-man show from its creation in 1964, using an offset printing
press he had purchased and having personally "designed the magazine,
edited it, printed it, illustrated it" and ran parties where the printed sheets
would be assembled for mailing. During his Kayak period in San Francisco,
ca. 1967, he was on the adjunct faculty of San Francisco State and taught a
lively graduate level playwriting course out of his home on Webster
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Street--three hours in the evening once a week--where students effectively
performed scenes they had written for assignments; often visiting poets like
Robert Bly and other Kayak writers dropped in for a cup of coffee and
observed quietly from the kitchen. Hitchcock moved to Santa Cruz, California
in 1970 and joined the faculty of the University of California, Santa Cruz,
where he taught poetry and playwriting until 1989. In the magazine's 64
issues published before he shut the publication in 1984, Kayak included
many significant poets and writers of prose, such as Raymond Carver, <a
href="http://www.poemhunter.com/anne-sexton/">Anne Sexton</a>,
Robert Bly, and Margaret Atwood. Howard Junker, founder and editor of
Zyzzyva: The Journal of West Coast Writers and Artists, called Hitchcock "the
pre-eminent maverick independent magazine publisher".
Hitchcock had co-written a critical satire Pioneers of Modern Poetry with poet
Robert Peters in 1966. It was led to be an experiment in criticism. In these
pieces where Hitchcock arranged most of the "poems" from various prose
texts, and Peters wrote most of the "interpretations." These ripostes between
Hitchcock & Peters were thrust against some of the excesses of Projective
Verse poets, their adulators, and academic readings of poems.
Hitchcock died at age 96 on August 27, 2010, at his home in Eugene,
Oregon. He was survived by his companion, Marjorie Simon, as well as by a
son, two grandchildren and a great-grandchild.

www.PoemHunter.com - The World's Poetry Archive

3

Afternoon in the Canyon
The river sings in its alcoves of stone.
I cross its milky water on an old log—
beneath me waterskaters
dance in the mesh of roots.
Tatters of spume cling
to the bare twigs of willows.
*
The wind goes down.
Bluejays scream in the pines.
The drunken sun enters a dark mountainside,
its hair full of butterflies.
Old men gutting trout
huddle about a smokey fire.
*
I must fill my pockets with bright stones.
George Hitchcock
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Dawn
Clouds rise from their nests
with flapping wings, they whisper
of worn leather, bracken, long
horizons, and the manes of dark
horses. In the waking stream
the stones lie like chestnuts
in a glass bowl. I pass the bones
of an old harrow thrown on its side
in the ditch.
Now the sun appears.
It is a fish wrapped in straw.
Its scales fall on the sleeping
town with its eyeless graineries
and necklace of boxcars. Soon
the blue wind will flatten the roads
with a metallic palm, the glitter
of granite will blind the eyes.
But not yet. The beetle still
stares from the riding moon, the ship
of death stands motionless on
frozen waves: I hear
the silence of early morning
rise from the rocks.
George Hitchcock
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Poem for Jean Varda
I apostrophize
panoplies & processions
caryatids with their sad hearts
& breasts of porphyry
all impossible carmines & ochres
nightingales in robes woven
of gelatin
agile prayers which dance in
the eyes of needles
flutes, elopements
the limbs of gazelles on lurid voyages
glass ladders, flagons, the riotous
disorder of stamens
nude pianos
flowers which walk on streams
bright hair
the wounds of alphabets
& most of all that Magician in velvet
who relieves us of rancid egoism
& the torture of ingrown pronouns.
George Hitchcock
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Scattering Flowers
<i>It is our best and prayerful judgment that they (air attacks) are a necessary part of
the surest road to peace.</i>
Lyndon B. Johnson
There is a dark tolling in the air,
an unbearable needle in the vein,
the horizon flaked with feathers of rust.
From the caves of drugged flowers
fireflies rise through the night:
they bear the sweet gospel of napalm.
Democracies of flame are declared
in the villages, the rice-fields
seethe with blistered reeds.
Children stand somnolent on their crutches.
Freedom, a dancing girl,
lifts her petticoats of gasoline,
and on the hot sands of the deserted beach
a wild horse struggles, choking
in the noose of diplomacy.
Now in the cane chairs the old men
who listen for the bitter wind
of bullets, spread on their thighs
maps, portfolios, legends of hair,
and photographs of dark Asian youths
who are already dissolving into broken water.
George Hitchcock
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The one whose Reproach I Cannot Evade
She sits in her glass garden
and awaits the guests The sailor with the blue tangerines
the fish clothed in languages
the dolphin with a revolver in its teeth.
Dusk enters from stage left:
its voice falls like dew on the arbor.
Tiny bells
sway in the catalpa tree.
What is it she hopes to catch in her net
of love? Petals? Conch-shells?
The night-moth? She does not speak.
Tonight, I tell her, no one comes;
you wait in vain.
Yet at eight precisely
the moon opens its theatric doors,
an arm rises from the fountain,
the music box, face down
on her tabouret, swells and bursts
its cover - a tinkling flood of
rice moves over the table.
She smiles at me, false believer,
smiles and goes in, leaving
the garden empty and my thighs
half-eaten by the raging twilight.
George Hitchcock
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