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THE NEW BLACK BART POETRY SOCIETY, Its Prehistory, History, and Future 

 delivered on October 3
rd

 2012 by Grand Poobah Emeritus Pat Nolan 

  

The story of the Black Bart Poetry Society begins almost a hundred and fifty years ago.  On an 

early August day in 1877, a stage coach travelling from Fort Ross on the Pacific coast on its way 

to Guerneville, a lumber town on the lower Russian River, was held up by a masked man with a 

shotgun.   Reaching the site of the hold-up later that day, the local sheriff and his posse 

discovered the strong box empty with the exception of a scrap of paper upon which was written a 

poem which read, in part, 

I’ve labored long and hard for bread 

For honor and for riches 

But on my corns too long you’ve tread 

You fine haired sons of bitches 

 

and was signed Black Bart, the PO8.   

 I had come across this tidbit of local lore a little more than a hundred years after the 

actual event while researching material for a project upon which an artist friend and I had 

embarked.  Unfortunately, the brilliant idea for an illustrated local history came to naught.  The 

idea of a stage robbing poet, however, stuck with me.  I had even made a note to myself that a 

poetry society founded on such a premise would be quite a lark.  I happened to mention this idea 

to my friend and literary associate from Oakland, Steven Lavoie, on one of his infrequent visits 

to the redwood wilds along the Russian River.  I also related more of the story of Black Bart 

whose real name was variously given as Charles E. Boles or Bowles or Bolton.  Bowles was 

finally captured after a nearly ten year career as a stage coach robber in Northern California and 

the foothills of the Sierra Nevada.  He was incarcerated in the then state-of the art prison, San 

Quentin.  He served five years and change, and upon his release, the apocryphal story goes, the 

warden asked him if he was going to rob any more stage coaches to which Boles replied, “Sir, I 
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am done with my life of crime.”  The warden then asked him if he was going to write any more 

poems.  Boles again replied, “I reiterate, sir, I am done with my life of crime!”  Now this alleged 

conversation should be considered the defining moment for The Black Bart Poetry Society 

because two very important elements relating to the fledgling society are contained in this 

exchange, and to which I will return shortly. 

 The obvious question was of course what would be the function of such a poetry society, 

especially one named after a notorious Western bad man?  I had the idea that perhaps staging 

poetry events in unusual settings might serve as its misson.  Why not a large poetry event with 

poets, famous and unknown, from near and far, held at the amphitheater in Monte Rio or the one 

in Armstrong Woods Park, or, significantly, at the mouth of the river accompanied by the 

barking of sea lions?  Undoubtedly these were grandiose plans, but the early 80’s were grandiose 

if not desperate times, and if one had the energy and the ambition, just about anything was 

conceivable if not possible.  My friend Steve liked the idea of a poetry society but added that any 

society worth its salt had to have a newsletter.  Of course, a newsletter to announce its events!  

And gossip.  And reviews of events.  After all, hardly anyone reviewed poetry readings.  And 

book reviews, but they would have to be kept short.  I liked the idea of one-word book reviews, 

but Steve thought that we should allow ourselves a little more wiggle room and suggested we 

stretch the limit to one-sentence book reviews.  And so it went, a pleasant afternoon spent in the 

country, drinking red wine among the redwoods.  Then the fateful question, what would we 

name the newsletter?  Steve barely hesitated.  “Why, Life Of Crime, of course!”  The huge 

significance of that moment held us in thrall for a good thirty seconds.  But to top it off, the 

society needed a motto that more or less spoke volumes about its raison d’être.  Interestingly, we 

found ourselves back in the warden’s office where Charles E. Boles, or Bowles or Bolton, the 
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PO8 and the Society’s founding poet, spoke the denial that would become the name of our 

newsletter and the source of our motto, “for those who think poetry is a crime.”  Of course the 

rest is recent history which I will recap shortly, but first a minor digression regarding the motto. 

 Why would a society ostensibly formed to promote poetry claim that it was for those who 

thought poetry was a crime?  It is essentially counterintuitive, but perhaps that is the source of its 

appeal. We are in the realm of poetry, after all. When Black Bart speaks those somewhat 

historically dubious words it denotes an attitude toward that particular literary art that is uniquely 

American and uniquely Western.  That writing poetry is a crime is a sly dig at the 

conventionality of the form and how badly it can be mauled as well as the recognition that the 

poem he left at the scene of his robberies (they were always the same poem) was doggerel and 

itself a crime.  But consider why poetry might be a crime.  First, the spurious syllogism, “Crime 

doesn’t pay, poetry doesn’t pay, therefore, poetry is a crime.”  For one, crime does pay for some.  

Consider the big bankers and financiers who rob people with a pen.  Also, for some, poetry, also 

done with a pen, does pay.  Consider professor poets who rule from the ivory towers of academia 

and by their fiats, collectively or individually, determine what can be officially considered a 

poem or poetry.  Poetry could conceivably be considered a crime if it falls outside of this 

relegated purview.   Is the poetry written by poets unaffiliated with academic institutions 

criminal then? Are these poets outlaws?  There is plenty of room for argument on this point, one 

to which I will return later.   

 A further point would be Mr. Boles’ anti-establishmentarianism, evident from the 

sentiment expressed in the hold-up poem.  The poem itself is conventionally metered, boiler 

plate verse capable of being written by anyone in the mid-Nineteenth century with a literate 

education.  Black Bart from all appearances was not a backwoods lout or back alley hooligan, 
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but a man of refined sensibilities distinguished by, if nothing else, the silk handkerchief 

inadvertently left behind at the scene of a hold-up, which, because of the Chinese laundry marks, 

was the clue to his identity and which led to his eventual apprehension.  The years after the war 

of secession were financially volatile boom or bust years and in some respects similar to our 

present situation.  Again, it was the manipulation of banks and financiers who impoverished 

many.  At the poem’s core is the stanza that reflects Black Bart’s sympathy with those who had 

“labored long and hard” (the working stiff) and upon whose “corns” (feet, backs) the “fine-

haired sons of bitches” (bankers) had trod.  And to get back at them, he availed himself of their 

money by interdicting its transport.  Might not a poetry society named after Black Bart, the PO8, 

be expected to have a similarly jaundiced view of the establishment, in this case the poetry 

establishment? 

 Aside from the historical overview based on Black Bart, other factors determined the 

direction or the lean, as one might say, the Poetry Society was to take. First of all, you had two 

poets, Steve Lavoie and I, whose heroes were Marcel Duchamp, Tristan Tzara, and Groucho 

Marx.  Marcel Duchamp was the French artist infamous for entering a urinal in the legendary 

1913 Armory Show in New York City and titling it “fountain” and signing himself “R. Mutt.”  

His other succés de scandale was his painting, a masterpiece of discontinuity, entitled “Nude 

Descending A Staircase” and which one American newspaper wag dubbed “Explosion In A 

Shingle Factory.”  Tristan Tzara was one of the founders of the Dada Movement in Zurich 

during the First World War and in Paris afterwards.  Much can be said about Dada and the 

attitude it fostered in the early years of the 20
th

 Century as well as its influence upon subsequent 

generations of artists and writers, but suffice it to say that audacity and outrage are adjectives 

most closely associated with it.  And Groucho Marx became, for the 20
th

 Century, the most 
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quoted Marx, certainly more so than that dour prophet of dialectical materialism.  His pithy 

“never belong to a club that would have someone like yourself as a member” became one of the 

guiding principles of The Black Bart Poetry Society. 

 In the giddy aftermath of our brilliant idea and imbued with the Dada spirit, Steve Lavoie 

and I set about to turn the literary world on its head.  Our imaginations would not rest.  What 

started out as a lark cum hoax soon blossomed into a gigantic albeit imaginary enterprise that 

would include tee-shirts (black, of course), buttons (“the only good poet is a dead poet”), 

bumper stickers (“The Black Bart Poetry Society, for those who think poetry is a crime”), ball 

caps, a reading series, a heuristic Black Bart Poetry University, and so on.   Unfortunately, none 

of the foregoing and potentially money making ideas ever got off the ground.  The big 

productions, with the exception of two very notable events, never materialized.  Life Of Crime, 

Newsletter of The Black Bart Poetry Society, took all of our energy and became what might be 

considered ‘paper events.’  Interestingly, the production of the newsletter was undertaken on the 

cusp of a communication revolution using the obsolete technology of mimeograph, but being 

poets we knew a little something about obsolescence.   

A self review in the first “unauthorized” issue of Life Of crime gives a fairly good idea of 

what our stand vis a vis the literary world was at that point of time.  We eschewed labels but 

were only too eager to pass them out.   

As newsletters go, Life Of Crime isn’t all that different.  It indulges in 

gossip mongering and sheer innuendo, playing connect the dots with what it finds 

written between the lines to sketch out the literary landscape for those too lazy or 

uninformed to do so themselves.  You can count on Life Of Crime to engage in 

literary opportunism as well.  If reviews in other publications are self-serving, the 

one in Life Of Crime are automatic.  Along with the usual guff, generous portions 

of ill-disguised contempt for the literary establishment are dished out; Life Of 

Crime resists respectability and predictability every pica of the way, staying at 

least a couple of paragraphs ahead of the literary lawyers, nourishing itself on 
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second guessing and conjecture.  The art of literature is a constant vacillation 

between an extremely clever con job and a bonanza of literate gems.  Life Of 

crime is like yelling “fire” in an empty theater.  At best, it is like the the sensation 

at the nape of your neck that tells you there’s a man with a gun behind you.  This 

is a stick up. 

 

Feeling that we had to live up to our outlaw roots, we used the bully pulpit of the 

Society’s newsletter to launch spitballs at the greater literary world or the world of greater 

literature as the case may be.  Who would be the first to feel the sting of our scathing diatribes?  

The literary establishment?  Boring.  And besides, too easy and large of a target.  But we needed 

practice, to sharpen our aim, and so we picked on our friends.   They could take a joke (or so we 

assumed).  We sent out an open invitation to those who might want to join the fun.  To our 

surprise, we got takers.  An air of jovial camaraderie prevailed and everyone got a kick out of 

saying things they didn’t mean like they meant it (if you know what I mean).  We sniped at 

friend and foe alike.  We were always on the lookout for targets.  Someone would shout “a 

whale! a whale!” and we were ready with our lampoons.  There were those who thought that, 

because they knew us, they would be safe from our barbs.  Wrong.  Everyone was a fair target 

including ourselves.  In fact, self-parody was probably our most practiced skill. You can’t be 

serious was the unofficial (nothing was ever official) editorial guideline of the newsletter. We 

would not be serious nor did we want to be taken seriously.  Not being serious is harder than you 

might think, and being taken seriously is chillingly simple, particularly by the simple minded.  

We were both admonished and cheered by our friends.  Some said that we were going too 

far, that we were being irresponsible, that we were much more intelligent than that (as if 

intelligence had anything to do with it), and that we were coming off as incredibly bitter.  But did 

we listen?  If we had, I could stop right here.  The cheering was louder. Crazed invectives were 

arriving by the mail bag reeking of an intoxicating blend of rattlesnake venom and wild 
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mushrooms (really wild mushrooms).  Once you see the humor in everything, you get to laugh.  

But too soon the silliness took on a life of its own.  Axes were brought to grind.  The simpering 

rivalries skulking around in the collective literary unconscious can be stirred to life by the 

simplest, most ineffectual of breezes.  Grudges were brought to bear.  People wanted blood.   

They were ready for a throw down (metaphorically speaking, of course).   We were confident 

that our take-no-prisoners style of editing would be able to turn serious dirt, no matter how 

vindictive, into silly putty.  After all, we were psychic surgeons par excellence, and if need be, 

we were ready to replace bile with a funny bone.  Unfortunately, the transplants didn’t always 

take as we found out too late – what we were trying to fix was too complex, too deeply 

entrenched. 

As an example, in the late 70’s and early 80’s there was a serious epidemic in the Bay 

Area literary community.  Quite a few writers became serious.  There was suspicion (later 

confirmed) that it was spread by college boys.  Dour frats, career academicians.  They had the 

gospel, the final word, and if you weren’t in you were out.  For that, you had to be serious.  And 

with their proselytizing and holier-than-thou attitude, they made people unhappy.  They rubbed 

folks the wrong way – self-righteousness has a way of doing that.  It was only a matter of time 

before there was a reaction, in print.  The excess energy created by the so-called Language Wars 

naturally found its way to our pages (as it would a low spot).  Nonetheless, we continued to 

receive anonymous gossip that could not be made funny no matter how hard we tried, though it 

did qualify as dirt.  The hidden agendas were coming to light and revealed was a load of nasty 

crap.  Dog shit is the stream you never want to step into again, to paraphrase an ancient Greek.   

But, inevitably, you do do.     
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 If Life Of Crime was a paper chimera, the mission of The Black Bart Poetry Society as it 

was originally conceived, to promote poetry events in interesting and unusual locations, did so 

on one particular occasion, and with flair, panache and substance that astounded the Bay Area 

literary community.  In May of 1983, the Society held a membership drive and benefit at the On 

Broadway in San Francisco.  The On Broadway was a large venue music hall upstairs from the 

punk rock night club, The Mubahay Gardens.   The event was videotaped by a professional video 

crew using, for that time, state of the art available-light cameras.  Images of the poets reading 

were also projected onto a giant screen on stage behind the performers.  The featured poets that 

day were Joanne Kyger, Bob Kaufman, Darrel Gray, and Alan Bernheimer, with Andrei 

Codrescu calling in his participation by phone from Baltimore.  In between the live acts, taped 

readings from the archives of the San Francisco Poetry Center were projected onto the giant 

screen.  Also billed were surprise guests, accusations, confrontations, prepared statements, and 

food.  The entire eight hour event was wrapped up with live music featuring Alastair Johnston’s 

impromptu band Girl Scout Herring.  For a couple of guys who put out a funky mimeo rag of 

little consequence, The Black Bart Poetry Society Membership Drive and Benefit at the On 

Broadway was nothing short of spectacular.  It was the poetry happening of the decade.    

 The last public event in which the Society was officially involved was the judging of a 

doggerel contest at the dedication of a plaque at the Blue Heron in Duncan’s Mills 

commemorating the site of Black Bart’s stage holdup on the Russian River.  The poetry contest 

took place in October of 1990, with the two co-enablers acting as judges along with local poet 

Elizabeth Herron and media celebrity Jean Schultz (Snoopy’s mom).  This event, produced by 

the San Francisco chapter of E Clampus Vitus, also included the Black Bart Gunfighters and The 

Original Great Pacific Reunion Jazz Band.  Life Of Crime, the newsletter of The Black Bart 
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Poetry Society, though less immediate, was however easier to produce than the elaborate and 

ambitious staging that the Society would have liked to bring together. 

  Now all that is history, the newsletter, Life Of Crime, is safely entombed between two 

covers and available from Poltroon Press to anyone with twenty bucks and the urge to decipher 

facsimiles of badly printed mimeograph pages.  Looking back on those days, what were known 

as the Language Wars, but perhaps more correctly the Dogma Wars, can be viewed as a class 

conflict between the careerist and the slacker, the professional and the bohemian, the elitist and 

the egalitarian, the academic and the artist, the status quo and the marginalized, and that clash 

was reflected in Life Of Crime.  However, it is not in the interested of the newly repurposed 

Poetry Society to renew that conflict though undoubtedly some of those issues will resurface.  It 

is rather in anticipation of a shared interest in the art of poetry that The New Black Bart Poetry 

Society will facilitate a loosely affiliated group of writers and inquisitive citizens coming 

together to examine, with the object of providing a lively discussion and reasoned dialectic, the 

arcane roots of this particular art as well as that of current practice and its role in a future in 

which elevated discourse is available in a diverse array of media alternatives.   

 A literary association such as The New Black Bart Poetry Society is not without 

precedent.  In one respect it is modeled on the Georgian salons and in another on the Alfred Jarry 

School of Pataphysics.  Breton’s Surrealist conclaves, Queneau’s witty brain child, OuLiPo 

(Ouvroir de Litterature Potentielle; Workshop for Potential Literature), and the spirit of Darrell 

Gray’s Actualist Movement also serve as models.  It is the Society’s aim to move the appraisal 

and appreciation of poetry out of restrictive institutional forums and represent it in a more 

accessible and commonplace milieu.  
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 The New Black Bart Poetry Society, however, is not a school of poetry nor does it 

endorse or espouse a particular philosophy of poetry.  The Society will be open to all ideas and 

notions as to what makes a poem and what constitutes poetry, and actively seeks dialogue on all 

issues relevant to poetry without necessarily wishing to actually define it.  Rather it prefers to 

circumscribe the subject much the same way that the energy signature of an event horizon 

circumscribes a singularity.  

 In the interest of group participation and consensus, a provisional Mission statement has 

been drafted to be presented to the membership.  It is an open ended work-in-progress subject to 

review, revision, and afterthought.  It will form the basis for guidelines directing the Society’s 

mission of providing a forum recognizing the diversity of the poetry community.  In doing so, 

such mundane matters as selection of officers, rules of order (or disorder), dues, schedules, 

extracurricular events, executive decisions as well as subjects and formats for the monthly 

presentations,  among other concerns that have yet to surface, will have to be taken up and 

subject to the consent of the group.  The future of The New Black Bart Poetry Society depends 

on a participating membership that will address the proceedings not only with a modicum of 

seriousness (when deemed absolutely necessary), but also with a conspiratorial conviviality that 

acknowledges their involvement in what just might be a hoax, a sham, a snake oil medicine 

show.  It is perhaps appropriate to close with a quote from The Oxford Book of American 

Literature from late in the last century in which the authors claim “American genius (in 

literature) cannot be distinguished by a casual glance from charlatanry. Purity of intention lies at 

the heart of American achievement.”  The intent of The New Black Bart Poetry Society is, if not 

totally serious, certainly pure even as we laugh up our collective sleeves. 

 


