
 3

introduction

A brief series of  odd columns appeared in the weekly newspaper of a 
small west Texas town in late 1902 and early 1903. The author, who wrote 
under the byline Jack Random, described being in a saloon a few nights 
before Christmas, wishing his readers a happy New Year and wondering why 
he was “to Comfort  .  .  . ever a stranger.” The writer was an Englishman, a 
handsome, theatrical, young music teacher named C. J. Finger. His pseudo-
nym alluded to Roderick Random, the protagonist of a hugely popular 
British picaresque novel of the eighteenth century, and to Finger’s childhood 
literary hero, Jack Harkaway. Rhythmically it resembled the name of one of 
Finger’s role models, Jack London. 

Describing sitting beside a “warm stove . . . amidst my . . . boon compan-
ions,” Finger- as- Random alluded to Walt Whitman’s poem “A Glimpse.” 
Mentioning that he was “reading my Walt Whitman,” he referred slyly to 
one of the literal signs—carrying a copy of Whitman’s Leaves of Grass— 
that gay men used to identify themselves to each other during Finger’s youth 
in London.1 For understanding readers, these Whitman references conveyed 
that Zenker’s Saloon was a safe cruising ground and hinted that Finger was 
interested in meeting men. In another column Finger subtly outed himself  
by extolling the book Ioläus: An Anthology of Friendship by Edward 
Carpenter, declaring “every book and man lover will place this work among 
his most cherished volumes [emphasis added].”2

For nearly a century, the British expatriate Charles Joseph Finger (1867–
1941) has been known primarily as the fourth recipient of the Newbery 
Medal, a prize awarded by the American Library Association (ALA) for an 
outstanding work of literature for children.3 The story of Finger receiving 
the medal in 1925 for Tales from Silver Lands is an interesting look at the 
interworkings of librarians, publishers, book reviewers, and booksellers dur-
ing the early years of publishing for children in the US, and particularly the 
efforts of one editor, May Massee, who commissioned Finger to write a set 
of ostensible folktales set in Patagonia.
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There is another story about Finger, however. As a youth and young 
man, he reveled in the easy homosociality of the Regent Street Polytechnic 
Institute in London.4 Finger enjoyed most of the activities at the “Poly” but 
was happiest at meetings of the Literary Society, his own version of London’s 
ubiquitous private men’s clubs, which he started with his closest friends. One 
night in 1889, Finger led the club in a discussion of Whitman’s concept of 
“manly friendship” between “comrades,” and someone, probably Finger him-
self, commented that “humanity ever seeks . . . a fancied Paradise, when the 
Golden Age of Love and Peace and Joy will be the heritage of every child of 
man.”5 Finger searched throughout his life for comrades who would occupy 
that paradise with him. He wanted to share his love of literature within a 
friendly and understanding circle of gay literati, exchanging books, discuss-
ing books, inviting friends and visitors into his personal library as if it were a 
shrine, literally describing the juxtaposition of various writers on his shelves, 
even writing one entire book about his love of books—all of this a lifelong 
practice of what the scholar Natasha Hurley, in Circulating Queerness: Before 
the Gay and Lesbian Novel (2018), calls “queer sociability and textual circula-
tion.”6 Finger was more than a queer bibliophile, however. He was a highly 
enterprising, prolific writer who studied the publishing opportunities of the 
day and used every publication means available to him to express his twin 
loves, literature and men. His literary accomplishments cannot be under-
stood apart from his colorful and adventurous life in South America and 
Texas, nor from the thirty- seven years he spent unhappily married and “a 
slave to duty,” nor from his lifelong attempts to recreate the camaraderie he 
enjoyed at the Poly in London.7

Despite the rich, participatory education he was receiving at the Poly and 
opportunities to write for London newspapers, Finger left England in 1890 
under pressure to either contribute to his family’s household income or stop 
being a drain upon it. At the time a major scandal involving gay men was 
sending waves of fear through London’s gay subculture. As Finger later had 
an autobiographical character muse, “It’s queer, when you come to think 
of it, but there must have been some men born out of their time [empha-
sis added].” He went first to South America, a continent known by readers 
of the notorious editor Sir Richard Francis Burton as a region where male 
homosexuality was accepted. He was looking for “friends, real friends”—as 
one acquaintance put it in a short story with a character evidently based on 
Finger—friends who were “a queer medley.”8
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Working occasionally as a reporter in South America for British news-
papers and as a columnist and reporter for the newspaper in San Angelo, 
Texas, launching men’s clubs wherever he went, Finger found friends and 
readers who communicated via literary exchanges. After a long, self- guided 
education as a writer, during which he supported his family by managing 
small railroads in Ohio, he experimented with ways to reach two primary 
audiences: editors who would pay him to write and gay readers who would 
appreciate his veiled writing. He produced an enormous body of work, 
thanks to editors including Henry Louis (H. L.) Mencken, the vast capac-
ity of middle brow book publishers, and what the literary historian Sarah E. 
Gardner calls “book review culture.” Gardner demonstrates that a “public 
discourse” among “authors, publishers, reviewers, and readers” determined 
how the nation understood the American South in the years between the 
World Wars. Such discourse enabled Finger to draw two concentric circles of 
readers: an outer circle of middlebrow literati and an inner circle of “under-
standing” friends who saw through the veiled messages and allusions in 
much of his work and shared his vision of a world where men could be free to 
love whom they wished.9 Art colonies—communities where artists worked, 
taught, and communed—were important sites in the American literary and 
art world, and Finger tried to establish his own Arcadian retreat on a farm 
in Arkansas that he called Gayeta, with a library at the center of his house 
that served as a rural salon for the local intelligentsia and visiting writers 
and artists.10 To gather a larger circle in their conversations, he published a 
highly idiosyncratic literary journal, All’s Well, which became a virtual social 
network for him.

His small body of allusive, suggestive short fiction—which appeared in 
Reedy’s Mirror, the Century, Mencken’s magazine the Smart Set, and the 
Double Dealer—won some critical acclaim, but the Newbery Medal that 
made him a famous writer ended his development as an author of serious gay 
literature. From 1925 on, Finger’s erratic financial success depended upon per-
petuating his reputation as a wholesome and fatherly writer when, in truth, 
he loved his children but loathed his marriage and longed to leave Gayeta. He 
worked constantly, hoping that someday his book royalties would be enough 
to support his wife so that he could move away without leaving her impov-
erished. Grasping at every freelance opportunity arguably compromised his 
principles, and his scheme to make his youngest child his professional col-
laborator permanently damaged his relationship with her.
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Close readings of Finger’s articles for Polytechnic Magazine and his Jack 
Random columns, later fiction, pseudo- autobiographical stories, and nearly 
two hundred book reviews, combined with a reconstruction of his travels 
on four continents and an inventory of his large personal library, reveal his 
persistent attempts over a lifetime to replicate the camaraderie he enjoyed 
among his literary fellows at the Poly. His signaling through code and double 
entendre are examples of what the scholar Richard R. Bozorth calls a “game 
of knowledge” and Hurley calls a “distinctly literary model of queer world- 
making.” Finger’s oeuvre is significant today not for its literary quality, 
which was uneven, or simply for the innumerable clues that he was a closeted 
gay man, but as evidence that he used the enormous expansion of middle-
brow publishing in the interwar years to travel on what Hurley calls “the  
complex . . . routes and paths” of “queer traffic in literature,” finding his read-
ers at the intersection of veiled writing and mainstream publishing. Hurley 
suggests that “virtually no scholarly work takes up and explores . . . the his-
tory of reading and writing queer literature beyond the work of canonical 
writers,” that there has been “no study of what we might call queer book 
history,” but Finger’s life and work are an example of that history. For fifty 
years he persistently, creatively, and shrewdly talked and wrote about books 
to reach readers who would understand his deepest longings and share his 
secrets.11

Caroline Wigginton’s study of early American women’s various means of 
expression and message exchange as “relational publication” provides addi-
tional theoretical support for this interpretation of Finger’s work. Wigginton 
found women “serially circulated . . . original texts in person and in letters” to 
define and reinforce their ties of friendship and shared interests. Similarly, the 
poet George Sterling gave Finger a photograph of himself, possibly taken by 
Jack London, which Finger later gave to his friend and benefactor Fielding P. 
Sizer. Sizer pasted a clipping of Finger’s published review of Sterling’s Selected 
Poems (1923) inside a copy of the book and added the photograph, tracing the 
transmission of this gift in notes at the top and bottom edges of the picture: 
“Sterling to Finger” at the top, “Finger to Sizer” at the bottom.

Wigginton’s understanding of the reading aloud of elegies as another type 
of relational publication is like Hurley’s sense of “performative acts of read-
ing and collecting” as a form of “queer traffic”; both remind one of Finger’s 
ceremonial toasts on New Year’s Eve. Through Wigginton’s view of net-
works of writers and readers as “neighborhoods” or “virtual spaces—traced 
through the circulations of texts, objects, and people” like “the itinerancy 
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of a preacher, the crossroads of a trading post, and the serial passing on of 
a letter”—one sees Finger’s vision of the “social circle that sits at the sign of 
All’s Well.”12

Gardner shows that the American book- buying public of the 1920s and 
1930s wrote “lots and lots of letters” to their favorite writers.13 It probably was 
in a fan letter that Finger found the friend who became the greatest love of 
his life. A highly secretive man who had a distinguished career in the United 
States Army, George Washington Maddox was Finger’s muse and the object 
of his dreams. Together and individually, they enjoyed decades of associa-
tion with prominent men in journalism, publishing, literary criticism, book 
collecting, and the visual arts—most importantly with the editor Robert 
Hobart Davis and the artist Paul Honoré. Some of their trips and parties 
are traceable in Finger’s work, their social circle another example of Hurley’s 
“queer world- making.”14

After accepting the Newbery Medal in 1925 in Seattle, Finger did not go 
straight home. Instead, he went south by steamer to San Francisco to meet 
Sterling, who was one of the contributors to All’s Well. Still mourning for his 
close friend Jack London, who died nine years earlier, Sterling was depressed, 
alcoholic, and possibly suicidal. He talked to Finger about London, took him 
to meet some of his other close friends, and gave him one of his most private 
and personal belongings, a death mask of London. As they walked late at 
night up and down the steep streets of Russian Hill, Sterling could have told 
Finger about one of the saddest points in their relationship, when London 
declined an invitation to build a house next to Sterling’s in Carmel, a free- 
loving community of writers and artists on the coast just south of Monterey 
Bay. London wrote to Sterling that their dream of living side by side in liter-
ary and romantic partnership was a dream “too bright to last,” that gentle 
rejection foreshadowing the greatest heartbreak of Finger’s life.15
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