
I sent him Xeroxes of  his early “Prose Takes” that I had found in the Auerhahn 
archives at The Bancroft Library, enquiring whether they had appeared anywhere. 
He replied on yellow paper, from the Page Street Zen Center,

Because of  my biblio-
graphical interests PW 
would send me notes like 
this when he remembered 
little magazines that had 
published some of  his 
early poems. 

All Best Phil: Annotated Letters from Philip Whalen
I met Philip Whalen in 1975 when I was writing my bibliography of  the Auerhahn Press. 
Here are some of  his letters to me. – Alastair Johnston
original letters shown at 80%



I’m not sure who “Clio” was, but 
in The Diamond Noodle she was 
changed back to “Baby.”

I’d asked him to read for a Pro-
legomena publication party at the 
Julia Morgan Center or Cody’s 
Books in Berkeley and had 
proposed Tom Raworth (who 
was living in SF at the time) as 
co-reader to entice him.
(I did open for him once at a 
reading at Julia Morgan Center: 
the pinnacle of  my poetic career.)

Most of  his letters relate to things of  his I was printing and he was prompt and careful in his proofreading. 
This letter was postmarked 12 July 1977:



I had probably asked for more 
unpublished work to print.

Gary Lepper, whose Bibliograph-
ical Introduction to 75 Modern 
American Authors was published 
by Serendipity Books in 1976. I 
typeset it and contributed some 
entries. Philip later annotated 
my copy adding entries to his 
own and Lew Welch’s listings.



Below is the inscription PW wrote for me in a 
copy of  T/O.  In my On Bear’s Head he wrote,
    Dear Alistaire,
        Thanks for the procaine gases
    Welcome to Canada horses coffee
       cup search. Really nice. Who took it?



PW is thanking me for a copy of  my Auer-
hahn Bibliography.

“Jannon” is correct but I am impressed PW 
knew names of  type designers: it shows the 
breadth of  his knowledge.

Pages 22–3 are a recreation of  a large cal-
ligraphed page he had sent to Dave Hasel-
wood, beginning “Driving Immediately Past 
Something Green...” I obliged him by print-
ing it as a separate broadside, in an edition 
of  75 copies, in 1991.

His recollection of  The Diamond Noodle’s 
whereabouts set me off  on my next quest.

The Spenser quote I had sent him comes 
from Canto I of  The Faerie Queene:

And forth they pass, with pleasure forward led,
Joying to hear the birds’ sweet harmony,
Which, therein shrouded from the tempest dread,
Seem’d in their song to scorn the cruel sky.



By March 1978 I had started work 
on The Diamond Noodle. The pen-
ciled addendum at the top reads 
“Picture by Frances would be 
great,” in response to a suggestion 
she illustrate the book.

(The postcard front is a view of  
Tassajara Zen Mountain Center in 
November)

Freshest Advices was a typed poetry 
manuscript I sent PW. I used one 
of  his lines as an epigraph.
(Letter postmarked 23 iii 79)



The Diamond Noodle 
still had not appeared by 
16 Feb 1980 when PW 
wrote this (It came out a 
month later).
Smiley’s is the bar in 
Bolinas. Someone (JEK?) 
must have told him 
about my shenanigans, 
though, of  course, I have 
no recollection.
His choice of  Minerva as 
my aunt’s name is inter-
esting because there was 
a printing press called 
the Minerva made by 
Chandler & Price in the 
1870s. He may have got 
it from Captain Marvel 
Comics from 1946.

The photo was taken 
before his reading at 
Cody’s by Shelly Vogel. 
Jim Nisbet (Niblick) is 
also in the photograph.

I had just printed a job 
for Cadmus Press of  
Santa Barbara: Clayton 
Eshelman’s Nights We 
Put the Rock Together. I 
had probably regaled 
PW with the amusing 
tale of  the publisher pull-
ing a gun on me because 
he was frustrated with 
my dilatoriness on the 
project.

PW continued to give 
his books to Don Allen.



I received other, less compelling 
letters from Philip. He wrote at 
length, from Santa Fe, on 15 ix 87 
outlining his itinerary from April 
to July and his daily activity in the 
Bay Area as his reason for not see-
ing me.

The “elegant magazine” was a copy 
of The Ampersand.

Above is a pencil portrait I did of  
PW during his reading on iv 87, 
titled “Buddha Big Ears.”


