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Kenneth A. Lohf 
Collecting for Columbia 

DALLAS PRATT 

The telephone rang in the University's Rare Book and Man­
uscript Library. "A call from President Kirk," the secretary 
said. It was the mid-1960s, and Kenneth Lohf wondered if 

there was any trouble as he picked up the phone. "Oh, Lohf," said 
Grayson Kirk m a perfectly calm voice, "I'm on to something 
which might interest you. Last night I dined with Bennett Cerf He 
and his partner Donald Klopfer at Random House are looking for 
somewhere to bestow all their papers. He thought we might be 
interested. You might follow this up." All their papers! A house 
which had published W. H. Auden, William Faulkner, James Joyce, 
Sinclair Lewis, Eugene O'Neill, Gertrude Stein, and many other 
"greats" from the 1920s to the present day. 

Ken followed up at once with a phone call to Random House. 
Nothing happened, however, immediately; in fact, nothing hap­
pened for four years. At last another telephone call, this time from 
Random House: "Will you come down and see what we have that's 
worth preserving?" Ken went down to their offices in the Villard 
mansion on Madison Avenue, was led through cavernous cellars 
and the boiler room by Bennett Cerf and Donald Klopfer, and 
emerged finally into a dark storeroom filled with scores of file cabi­
nets arranged around the damp walls. The contents of several 
drawers were spilling onto the cement floor. How much was actu­
ally left in the files, the librarian wondered? Ken noticed the "St" 
file, walked over and opened it as a test, and there he feasted his eyes 
on a mass of Gertrude Stein folders containing hundreds of original 
letters and manuscripts and thousands of related items document­
ing her publishing career at Random House. The librarian felt both 
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relieved and tremendously excited. Ken related this story to me at 
the beginning of my interview with him last summer. 

"Acquiring this magnificent research resource for Columbia was 
one of the greatest thrills of my career as a librarian," said Ken. One 
of the treasures, a Eugene O'Neill manuscript of the introductions 
to his collected plays, is described under item 72. (Subsequent items 
mentioned in this introduction will be identified by the item num­
ber in parentheses.) "What were some of the other 'thrills' in your 
quarter century as Columbia's Librarian for Rare Books and Manu­
scripts?" I asked, half-apologizing for associating thrills with the 
activities of Ken, a distinguished librarian, author of five full-length 
bibliographies, published poet, and formidable expert on manu­
script and printed texts and on the book arts. "Oh, but there were 
lots of those in my career," he said. "Imagine being summoned to 
Tallahassee by Governor Reuben Askew of Florida to receive, at an 
open session of the state legislature, the contents of Cora Crane's 
safe deposit box which hadn't been opened since early in the cen­
tury, and finding in it a wealth of documents relating both to Cora's 
and Stephen Crane's family, the pen with which Stephen wrote sev­
eral of his novels, and Cora's riding-crop!" 

With much pleasure and satisfaction Ken also recalled a more 
recent lunch at the Players' Club on Gramercy Park with Robert 
Giroux of Farrar, Straus & Giroux; as lunch was drawing to a close, 
his host said, "By the way, there's a shopping bag for you in the 
cloakroom as you leave," and in it Ken found the hefty manuscript, 
some six inches thick, of Thomas Merton's The Seven Storey Moun­
tain (89) which Bob Giroux was presenting as a gift to the Merton 
Collection. The mention of Merton's name led me to ask, "I recall 
an outstanding Merton exhibition which you mounted in the 
Library in 1989. Was that mosdy Columbia-owned?" "Oh, yes, we 
have a deeply felt commitment to Columbia authors, and of course 
Merton was among our most distinguished alumni. We were told 
by the Catholic chaplain at the University of the large collection of 
Merton manuscripts stored in the basement of the Notre Dame 
Church just a block from Butler Library. Since Father Merton had 
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already written to me and had given a number of his manuscripts to 
the Library, we began negotiations posthaste that happily resulted 
in the large treasure trove being added to our Merton Collection." 

Another group of Columbia authors whose books and manu­
scripts the Library acquired was the "Beats." "They all either went 
to Columbia College, as Allen Ginsberg (94) and Jack Kerouac (92) 
did, or lived in the Morningside Heights area," Ken explained. 
"The student riots in 1968 marked the genesis of the Library's 
interest in this group of Columbia authors. Ginsberg's poem 
'Howl' was a student icon, and he was often on the campus to speak 
or to give readings of his poems, and at one point he and Kerouac's 
biographer, Ann Charters, found my office on the eighth floor of 
Butler, high above the riot's turmoil, a convenient refuge for a meet­
ing and interview. It was at one of these meetings that Allen and I 
began to talk about the depositing of his papers and library with us. 
For the sake of protection and future use of his literary archive, 
Allen readily agreed. Our brief talk and the rapid meeting of minds, 
seconded by Professors Barzun, Trilling, and Van Doren, resulted in 
the formation of the 'Beat' collection, now grown to be the most 
significant such literary archive of the movement in existence." 

I was intrigued by the impressive and rapid growth in the collec­
tions and pursued that topic in our interview. ' 'Ken, it seems you've 
been quite innovative in acquiring works in the realm of 'popular 
culture.' I note in the catalogue Paul R. Palmer's gift of a collection 
of 1,300 movie stills from the silent screen era to the present (76). 
Then, there is the manuscript and inscribed first edition of the first 
Ellery Queen novel, The Roman Hat Mystery (81), the gift of 
Richard and Douglas Dannay and Patricia Lee Caldwell. I saw these 
in a large exhibition of Columbia's mystery writer's material. Still 
another recent exhibition featured Nancy Saxon's gift of numerous 
delightful drawings by her late husband Charles for New Yorker cov­
ers and cartoons (101)." "Not only do these collections of popular 
culture mirror the social conventions of our age, but they also stim­
ulate student interest," Ken explained. "But as an example of large 
attendance, certainly not confined to students nor related to popu-


