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There is another side of Kanchenjunga and of every mountain-the side that has never been photographed and turned into postcards. That is the only side worth seeing.

November 19, 1968






Contents


Introduction



Part I: The Election of a New Abbot
 
October 1967-May 1968



Part II: Woods, Shore, Desert
 
A Notebook, May 1968



Part III: Preparing for Asia
 
May 1968-September 1968



Part IV: New Mexico, Alaska, California
 
September 1968-October 1968



Part V: The Far East: The Last Days
 
October 1968-December 1968



 



A Glossary of Asian Terms



Searchable Terms



Acknowledgments



Other Books by Thomas Merton



Copyright



About the Publisher







Introduction




In many ways “the mountain” has come to be identified with Thomas Merton, following The Seven Storey Mountain, his autobiography, which appeared fifty years ago. In none of Merton’s writings have there been so many references to mountains as in this last volume of the journals, which we are calling The Other Side of the Mountain. Merton reflects on their extraordinary beauty and symbolism when in Alaska, but his most sustained writing on the subject occurs about a week after his meetings with the Dalai Lama, while making a retreat at the Mim Tea Plantation near Dharamsala. He recounts a dream he had on November 19, 1968: “Last night I had a curious dream about Kanchenjunga. I was looking at the mountain and it was pure white, absolutely pure, especially the peaks that lie to the west. And I saw the pure beauty of their shape and outline, all in white. And I heard a voice saying—or got the idea of: ‘There is another side to the mountain.’” Merton continues to reflect on this phenomenon in the same journal entry, realizing that he is seeing the mountain from the other side. He then takes more photographs of the mountain in the afternoon and concludes his thoughts with these memorable lines: “The full beauty of the mountain is not seen until you too consent to the impossible paradox: it is and is not. When nothing more needs to be said, the smoke of ideas clears, the mountain is SEEN.”

The seventh volume of Thomas Merton’s journals has at least this much in common with the first volume, which I also edited-both were written from a variety of locations. Merton was traveling in his premonastic days (1939–1941), from New York to Cuba and back again to New York, then to St. Bonaventure’s at Olean, New York, with brief visits to the Trappist monasteries of Gethsemani and the Our Lady of the Valley in Rhode Island. During the period covered by this last volume, Merton had received permission to do some traveling. The five other volumes were written for the most part at Gethsemani and the journal was kept in a single ledger. When traveling, Merton used several notebooks and ledgers in keeping his journal. These in turn had to be checked against one another and the entries arranged in chronological order.

The first section, which we have titled “The Election of a New Abbot,” prepares the stage for what follows. During the last months of 1967 and the early weeks of 1968, Father Louis, as Merton was known in the monastery, was deeply concerned about the prospect of a new abbot after the resignation of Abbot James Fox. He feared the worst, and lest some should vote for him, he wrote a statement declaring his incompetence for the job and reminding the community that he had taken a private vow never to accept the abbatial office. He made it clear to all who consulted him that he was supporting Father Flavian Burns, who he felt would be sympathetic to his eremitical desires. Perhaps he also hoped that, as abbot, Father Flavian might be more open to some traveling, in contrast to the former abbot, who insisted that monks, and above all hermits, should not travel. Merton does not conceal his jubilation with the election of Abbot Flavian Bums.

It becomes apparent rather soon after the election of the new abbot that Merton is seriously thinking of some travel. Following a number of invitations, permission was given to visit two monasteries in May. He kept a special notebook for his journal entries during the few weeks he spent at these two monasteries, the first a rather primitive Benedictine monastery, the Monastery of Christ in the Desert in Abiquiu, New Mexico, not far from the studio of Georgia O’Keeffe, and the second a newly founded Cistercian (Trappistine) monastery, Our Lady of the Redwoods, in northern California. Merton later transcribed parts of this journal and had it typed up with the idea of publishing a small book on the experience. Although this was not published until after his death, it did appear under the title he had chosen: Woods, Shore, Desert.

Even before his time away from Gethsemani visiting New Mexico and California in May 1968, he had received a pressing invitation to attend a meeting of monastic superiors of the Far East in Bangkok, Thailand, in December. He presented the invitation to the abbot, who spent some time in consultation and discernment before responding. After several months of waiting and additional letters from people like Dom Jean Leclercq urging Merton to come, the abbot finally gave Father Louis permission to spend six months in the Far East, not only attending the meeting in Bangkok, but giving retreats at a couple of Cistercian monasteries in Indonesia and Hong Kong. Above all Merton was very interested in making contact with various Buddhist monasteries in India, especially the Tibetan Buddhists in exile at Dharamsala. He felt this would be an ideal time to learn from the wisdom of the East by actually meeting the monks in their own monasteries.

Not having any recent experience in preparing for travel, Merton had much to learn about obtaining a passport, securing visas, getting vaccinations, and shopping for proper clothing for travel. He especially wanted a jacket with many pockets for his notebooks, address books, and film for his camera. He found it all challenging, and it seemed to revive his youthful spirits. He was like a child going to the circus. During his time of preparation for the trip to the Far East, he sought out contacts from various persons he knew. Dom Aelred Graham, for example, put Merton in touch with Harold Talbott, who in turn arranged for some meetings with the Dalai Lama. His Friend Amiya Chakravarty introduced him to some of his lama Friends in India and was actually present in India during Merton’s pilgrimage.

Several weeks before his departure for Asia, he made a brief trip to Washington to meet with the people at the Indonesian embassy, where they discussed Java, mysticism, and what awaited him in the Far East. After Ron and Sally Seitz met his plane on the return flight, there was another dinner, this time at the Embassy Club; Merton then returned with Fr. John Loftus to St. Bonaventure Hall at Bellarmine College, where he spent the night with the Franciscan friars.

His entry of August 26 about that evening is classic in his enthusiasm for one American ritual-football. The Packers beat the Dallas Cowboys and, as Merton comments, it was “damn good football.” Merton then waxes exuberant: “Football is one of the really valid and deep American rituals. It has a religious seriousness which American religion can never achieve. A comic, contemplative dynamism, a gratuity, a movement From play to play, a definitiveness that responds to some deep need, a religious need, a sense of meaning that is at once final and provisional: a substratum of dependable regularity, continuity, and an ever renewed variety, openness to new possibilities, new chances. It happens. It is done.” I was completely surprised by Merton’s eloquence on America’s favorite sport.

As the days drew closer to the time of his departure, he was busy cleaning his hermitage, discarding old letters and papers, and sending books and manuscripts to the Merton Center at Bellarmine College for safekeeping. Fr. Daniel Walsh, who taught philosophy at both Gethsemani and Bellarmine, was usually the one who delivered the books to the Merton Center. Before leaving he also gave Fr. Walsh a copy of an unpublished manuscript he had been revising, “The Inner Experience” it was eventually published in Cistercian Studies serially over a period of two years (1983–1984). He asked Fr. Walsh to read the manuscript while he was in the Far East and report back to him on his return as to the feasibility of its publication. In 1967 he had made it clear in his Trust document that it should not be published as a book, but could be shown to scholars. Although the manuscript was never published as a book, it is available in offprints from Cistercian Studies.

September 9, Merton’s last full day at Gethsemani, began with the Eucharist in his hermitage chapel, with a couple of us monks and Philip Stark, who had helped out with the typing and layout of Merton’s poetry magazine, Monks Pond. He invited us to celebrate the Mass with him and join him in breakfast afterwards. It was a truly memorable occasion, made more so by the fact that he got his camera from the hermitage and began taking photographs of us in the woods in front of the hermitage. He was going to the East with great expectations, open to whatever he could learn as he visited the various monasteries.

Before actually departing for Asia, however, he had some stops to make both in the States and in Alaska. He wanted to visit the Monastery of Christ in the Desert in New Mexico again, and after a short visit to the Poor Clares in Chicago, he was on a flight to Alaska, where he had agreed to give a retreat to the priests and religious sisters in the Anchorage area. This was partly to help defray expenses of his trip, a factor he was always conscious of throughout his Asian trip. He wanted to act responsibly as a monk with a vow of poverty.

As the journal moves back to the California coast following his time in Alaska, one senses his impatience to get moving to Asia, the real point of his journey. In his October 15 entry, Merton comments with poetic imagination as the plane lifts off the ground in San Francisco: “The moment of take-off was ecstatic. The dewy wing was suddenly covered with rivers of cold sweat running backward. The window wept jagged shining courses of tears. Joy. We left the ground—I with Christian mantras and a great sense of destiny, of being at last on my true way…” He then adds seriously: “May I not come hack without having settled the great affair. And found also the great compassion…” And finally: “I am going home, to the home where I have never been in this body, where I have never been in this washable suit…” These passages poignantly show the intense excitement and sense of destiny that Merton experienced at this so-longed-for moment.

After a brief stop in Honolulu, Merton was off for Bangkok, Thailand, finishing Hesse’s Siddhartha. October 17 and 18 were spent in Bangkok; October 19 he departed for a week in Calcutta. The monk from America found Calcutta shocking in its poverty, its beggars heart-rending, yet its people so beautiful. He met his friend Amiya Chakravarty on October 21 and together they visited the painter Jamini Roy. Merton was full of appreciation for the artist and his work. However, he was not totally without criticism of what he saw elsewhere; after witnessing a swami who reminded him of Groucho Marx’s manifest contempt for his competitors, Merton comments, not without irony: “Even his Kleenex is saffron!”

The next stop for Merton was New Delhi (October 28–31), where he read Tucci and met Harold Talbott, who knew the Dalai Lama, made contacts for Merton, and was very helpful in preparing the American monk for what would be the high point of his time in Asia, his three audiences with His Holiness, the Dalai Lama. Harold Talbott accompanied Merton to Dharamsala, where he met more Tibetan Buddhists, especially Sonam Kazi and his wife and daughter. On November 4, Merton had his first audience with the Dalai Lama, which was a great experience for both of them. Merton returned on November 6 for a second audience, and on November 8 a third, which Merton says was in many ways the best. By then, Merton felt they knew one another better and were able to speak from the heart as friends. The Dalai Lama felt the same way.

Madras was next on Merton’s itinerary (November 26–28); then Ceylon from November 29 to December 6, and finally Bangkok again on December 7. He spent that night in a hotel, but the next day went out to Red Cross headquarters on Silom Road, where the conference would be held for religious superiors of the Far East. There he met Dom Jean Leclercq, an old friend, who had been instrumental in arranging the invitation for Merton. Other Benedictines and Cistercians were already there awaiting the opening of the conference.

On the day of his last entry in this journal, December 8, only two days before his death in a small cottage room on the outskirts of Bangkok, Merton wrote me what was his last letter, which concludes: “I think of you all on this Feast Day and with Christmas approaching I feel homesick for Gethsemani. But I hope to be at least in a monastery-Rawa Seneng (in Indonesia). Also I look forward to being at our monastery at Hong Kong, and may be seeing our three volunteers there (or is it two?). No more for the moment. Best love to all. Louie.”

He wrote these lines in his room at the Oriental Hotel in Bangkok, just a few minutes before leaving for Red Cross headquarters on the outskirts of the city. By Chrisnnas he was, after all, back at Gethsemani, lying buried alongside the abbey church overlooking the woodland knobs that had become so familiar to him during his twenty-seven years of monastic life at Gethsemani.

At about ten o’clock on the morning of December 10, we received an incredible cable from the American embassy in Bangkok. It said little more than that Thomas Merton had died. But how? And where? These agonizing questions remained unanswered for some hours. The abbot called me into his office at once, where I stayed for the next two hours, which seemed to us an eternity. Two hours of waiting and consoling one another and hoping against hope that it was all a terrible mistake. While we desperately tried to telephone the American embassy in Bangkok and the State Department in Washington for further clarification, the American embassy in Bangkok was trying to reach us by phone. About noon the call finally got through to us, and the tragic news was confirmed.

We learned that death was caused by accidental electrocution at about two in the afternoon (Bangkok time) on December 10. He had delivered a paper entitled “Marxism and Monastic Perspectives” at ten o’clock that morning. It was received with considerable enthusiasm by the members of the conference, and all of them were looking forward to a discussion of the paper, with questions and answers, in the late afternoon. A group of the participants had lunch with Merton, after which they went to their respective rooms. He had told one of his companions that he felt rather tired and was looking forward to the siesta.

Having read the medical and police reports as well as several eyewitness accounts that were sent to us from Bangkok, I have attempted to reconstruct the scenario of his death as follows: Merton returned to his cottage about one-thirty and proceeded to take a shower before retiring for a rest. While barefoot on the terrazzo floor, he apparently had reached for the large standing fan (to either turn it on or pull it closer to the bed) when he received the full 220 volts of direct current. (This is normal voltage for Bangkok.) He collapsed, and the large fan tumbled over on top of him. When he was discovered about an hour later by two of the monks who shared his cottage, the fan, still running, lay across his body. They could not get into the room at first because the door was bolted from the inside. One of them ran for help, and two of the abbots came immediately. They broke through the upper panel of the door, opened it, and entered. One of the abbots tried to remove the fan at once from the body, but though he wore shoes, he also received a slight electrical shock. Fortunately, someone rushed over to the outlet and pulled the cord from the socket. Later examination revealed defective wiring in the fan. A Korean prioress who was a distinguished medical doctor came to the scene. After examining the body, she pronounced him dead by electric shock.

Almost a week later, after an attempt to have an autopsy performed that proved unsuccessful due to international red tape, his body was flown back to California (ironically, by a U.S. Air Force jet from Vietnam). From there it was transferred to a commercial plane in Oakland and flown to Louisville, where it was met by the abbot and a group of monks with the local undertaker. The casket was opened at the funeral parlor in New Haven, where several of the monks identified the body. The casket was then sealed, never to be opened again.

The body arrived at the abbey early on the afternoon of December 17. Services in the church began almost immediately with the chanting of the funeral liturgy by the monks and the many friends who came to pay their last respects to our Father Louis and the world’s Thomas Merton. At dusk under a light snowfall, his body was laid to rest in the monastic cemetery beneath a solitary cedar tree. A simple white cross marks his grave, no different from those of the rest of the monks who have been buried there during the past 150 years. May his ever searching spirit now rest in (God’s peace.








PART I

The Election of a New Abbot

October 1967–May 1968









 




October 18, 1967

There was an eclipse of the moon about 4 to 5 this morning. The clouds cleared a little and I was able to see it begin. Then after I said Mass I went out and the eclipse was closer to full, the clouds had almost completely gone. The moon was beautiful, dimly red, like a globe of almost transparent amber, with a shapeless foetus of darkness curled in the midst of it. It hung there between two tall pines, silent, unexplained, small, with a modest suggestion of bloodiness, an omen without fierceness and without comment, pure.

There was a great deal of rain yesterday, and I talked with J[ohn] Ford, a Louisville attorney, about the estate, the Trust, etc. I hope finally something will get done. We have been at it for three years and nothing has happened. This is a new one—I hope he will act. I should have got a Kentucky lawyer long ago, I guess.

Last evening at supper (wild rice, barbecued beans, knocked out my stomach) I read some of Leonard Woolf’s Autobiography-the 4th volume (Downhill All the Way). What a job they did with that Hogarth Press! And what their list brings back to me—the days when I bought second-hand novels and poetry in London Bookshops-Eliot, Graves, Lawrence-and Roger Fry whom they published also. Bloomsbury and their friends-and the Royal Hotel which L.W. sued. All this was a world where I was once a citizen.

Curious contest with the record of Janis Ian sent by a nun at Regina Laudis [monastery, Bethlehem, Connecticut]. Articulate, sensitive, vulnerable, disconcerting: a 15-year-old girl.

October 23, 1967

Blazing bright days, cool nights, my face still hot from burn as we sat yesterday at top of the long new farm cornfield-Gene Meatyard, Jonathan Williams, Guy Davenport, Bonnie and I—in noon sun and drank some beer. Hills glimmering with heat and color. Sky deep blue. All distances sharp. White dead corn leaves blowing about in the hot dust of the field, fully ravaged, fully harvested.

Gene brought some of his photos—including ones taken around the beatup house down the road in June (the house now repaired and occupied, with a pickup standing outside under the locust tree).

Jonathan had an exciting and beautiful new book of concrete poetry.

Guy picked up the avocado seed Bob Shepherd [from Lexington] threw away there the other day when it was much colder.

Telegram from Doris Dana1 sent October 20, reached me (the note of the phone message) yesterday, 22nd. Not bad for here! The other day Rosemary Haughton came out (between lectures in Minneapolis and Chicago). It was curious to meet a theologian who is six months pregnant. In a long black cloak with hair blowing in the wind she sat on the concrete dam of Dom Frederic’s Lake. I hope my picture of that is good.2 She is quiet, intelligent, not the obstreperous kind of activist progressive, concerned about a real contemplative life continuing, etc.

 

Saturday, with some satisfaction, finished “The Sacred City” essay (or rather Sunday morning when I added a final half page) on Monte Alban. I enjoyed writing this and it came easy.3

 

J.W. Hackett has sent a volume of his English Haiku. I am not convinced Haiku can or should be written in English. His are, it seems to me, somewhat weakened by too many present participles and adverbs. I don’t see how you can make a Haiku out of “-ing” and “-ly.” Dismantle and rewrite as concrete poetry! Then he might have something!

 

Last evening after supper—an intruder barged in here, frankly boasting that he had easily figured out the combination of the padlock on the highway gate. Car full of suits on hangers strung across the back seat left halfway up the hill. Had no real reason tor being here except curiosity, wanted to get his nose into everything. Why this? Why that? Why do you live in such a place? Young, boasted about his exploits as a “private investigator”—trailing women to Holiday Inns. Maybe he was investigating me. I thought about it, pacing up and down in the dark, after I had got rid of him. Certainly he has now cased the place, knows how to get in and steal things if he wants to. I don’t think he was malicious or systematic, just nosey and disorganized—a budding operator. He gave his name as Ken Hill and said he came from Chicago. Maybe! I asked where he was going. Vague. Could be Memphis, perhaps. A red car: I’m too dumb to know what kind and I forgot to take a look at the plates.

October 25, 1967

I do not have much news of what happened in Washington Saturday-an enormous peace mobilization at which there was evidently some violence. An ex-novice whom I happened to meet outside the gate Saturday said that troops had been called to “protect the Pentagon” and in his opinion this made sense “because of all those juvenile delinquents”! Roger Barnard—who has good judgment—surmises in Peace News that Johnson will sooner or later stop bombing Vietnam and call a Peace Conference knowing that North Vietnam wants something more than that. Then, having “failed” in his “honest” efforts for peace he will flatten North Vietnam. Or try to. An invasion, etc. The stupidity and blindness of American power, which, in its own terms is perfectly “logical”—and yet its terms are fantastically arbitrary and respond only to the “reality” of a thinking that goes on within an artificial and closed system. To defend your own reality and then impose it forcefully on the outside world is paranoia.

October 27, 1967

Troops of small lavender clouds in an obedient procession, go off east before a warm wind. The night has been rainy but the morning star shines clear in the gaps of cloud and the troops are ending raggedly. Maybe it will be a nice day to talk to Doris Dana who arrived (or was supposed to) last evening.

 

Ted Colteran was in the Washington Peace Mobilization—said it was much less violent and turbulent than the news made it to be, but people were beaten and the troops were scared, edgy, mean. A former monk from here (a name I can’t place) was with him. Mailer was arrested.


Was in town again Wednesday—lunch with [Dr. James] Wygal and saw Tommie O’Callaghan to talk about the Trust. I want to get this finally set up but maybe I am getting too involved in it. Anyway John Ford seems willing to work on it fast. And since I have started on it I’m going on with it. Useless to leave this hanging in the air. Jim persuaded me to stay in late, and said he would drive me out. I foolishly did. Wish I had come back in the afternoon with George in the truck. Got home tired at 10 after sitting around drinking bourbon I didn’t want in dull place—and finally on the way out in the car spent most of the time arguing with him and the priest whose name I didn’t get about whether I should accept an abbatial election. I am determined not to take it if I am voted for and they had all the obvious reasons why “I ought” to, but they seemed to me foolish. “With your reputation you can do so much good!” Bull shit. It is all part of the same stupid line Jim takes when he says I ought to write a movie or something that would make a big splash and get back in the center of attention. It is childish. And it is against everything I have ever lived for. To become a personage!!

I keep repeating that there is nothing I can do here to make things any better or to prevent this place from going to seed, and I have no real reason for doing it if I could. Is this institution worth preserving? Maybe-but let someone do it who knows how and is interested. Not me!

 

The small clouds have not cleared. They have given place to big ones, and there will be rain.

October 28, 1967

It did not rain yesterday. Coldish, windy. Walking in empty cornfield with Doris Dana talking about Jacques Maritain, Kolbsheim, John [Howard] Griffin, Spain, Gabriela Mistral, Pomaire (my Spanish publisher who also does the Gabriela paperbacks), my problem with Tadie,4 etc. Had some fun with a Japanese movie camera she had borrowed and brought down—a beautiful thing!

 

Am absorbed and excited by Nelson Reed’s book on The Caste War in Yucatan. It clicks perfectly with what I have been reading of Cargo Cults and with the Black Power movement in U.S. I want to write about this!


October 29, 1967

Yesterday, drove with Doris to Lexington and we went out with Carolyn Hammer past Athens (Aythens) to John Jacob Niles’ farm for lunch—and to hear his setting of three of my poems. It was really a moving experience for me.

First of all the house was a complete—and delightful—surprise. I don’t know what I expected, but this was an entrancing place. We dipped down into a wooded hollow, and suddenly, after a church, and turning a corner, trees and stone walls, I saw this interesting house and realized that we were going to turn in. It is fascinating. Doors carved with statements. Stone walls and steps up and down, brick fireplaces, rambling halls, and the dining room with a big picture window looking into the close hollow, over a lower roof, at a wall of wooded hill, and in front of the window a bare sycamore and a tulip poplar with a few golden leaves left. A fascinating place.

Before dinner we drank some of their own cider, which was good, and John played some ballads on a lute.

As we were finishing dinner the singer and pianist arrived and had coffee. Then the songs. John has set Messenger, Carol, Responsory (1948) and is working on Evening. I thought the settings very effective and satisfactory. In fact was very moved by them. But above all by this lovely girl, Jackie Roberts, who put her whole heart into singing them. What was most beautiful was that! I do think John Niles has brought out a lot of what I wanted to say and made me value my own poems more. It was to me a very intense experience, and to Doris also I think. Carolyn apparently does not like the settings, but she has her blind spots.

 

Jackie Roberts in her green dress was unforgettable, and the pianist was a sweet dark girl too. I was so grateful to them for their own response to the music and the poems.

John Niles is a character and I like him. Carolyn commented on his cockiness, but who cares? He has a good weather-beaten, self-willed face, is a bit of a madman and writes good songs. He said Joan Baez was a whore (about which I put up an argument), and some nut stole his manuscripts. And he can carve messages on doors, besides play the lute and sing a toothy song in a metallic voice.

It was an afternoon I enjoyed, and I burst into tears at Jackie’s singing. And John said he didn’t like Robert Frost, but that my poetry moved him to tears. So we were all ready to weep and in fact weeping.


The thing that struck me most—the wonderful pale fall light of Kentucky on the stones and the quiet of the Kentucky hollow.

November 1, 1967

Rainy night. Quiet.

Fr. Chrysogonus [Waddell, of Gethsemani], yesterday, spoke of the Abbots’ meeting, where he had been. Said it was “charismatic.” I hope so. Nothing definite yet about Dom James [Foxl’s resignation. C. said he thought that was discussed in a “session de vie” session at the end. Meanwhile Dan Walsh5 says that Brother Kevin [Shine, of Gethsemani] picked up some news on a phone call from the Abbot, who said the meeting had resolved to ask that the abbatial term of office be limited to three or six years. (Dan said three, but admitted six as possible. I hardly think they would say three. Not practical!) Certainly not for life anyway. I am not sure whether this makes perfect sense in every way, but considering the situation it is probably the best thing.

Dan is evidently very much taken up with those who say Pope Paul is hopeless, etc. as if this meant anything particular! The whole institutional structure is questionable: why blame everything on the poor man who can’t help being what he is—a curial official trained under Pius XII, with a few lively ideas on Catholic Action acquired in the ’20’s and ’30’s. One almost feels that now the test of true Christian spirit is the willingness to say anathema to Paul! One ought rather to be sorry for him—and for those who think it is relevant to curse him.

This is not for me. I can’t be part of any of it, for or against. It all strikes me as a bit childish. Meanwhile, the Message of Contemplatives-dutifully printed in the Osservatore, with the usual picture of a monk with his hood up and his back to the camera—has been totally and utterly forgotten—dropped into a well of silence as if it had never been which is proper and right. The whole idea was silly.

Of course it will be once again dutifully reprinted in the Collectanea [Cisterciensia), etc.

 

This morning I read an article of [Gregorio] Peneo on the “Return to Paradise” in the Camaldolese magazine Vita Monastica. The usual, neat, competent rehash of a few texts—from Mabillon’s Benedictine Saints, from Eucherius, Jerome, Peter of Celles, Aelred, etc.—and the usual anonymous sermons dug up from somewhere by Dom [Jean] Leclercq. Practically everything was familiar. The texts are beautiful in the same way that romanesque architecture is—filled with sap and life and sense of symbol and order. They have a rich unexpressed content that one gets from between the lines if one is a “knower” and it is all very satisfying. And yet…

It has occurred to me to question the value of such an exercise. Certainly it is valuable. But only within a very limited sphere of its own. It has become entirely esoteric, or almost. It belongs entirely to that Latin-Medieval-Christendom which was the basis of European civilization and all that: and no doubt it may be closer to the new African monasticism than, say, the latest in secular Christianity. Certainly it is good to be able to understand and enjoy it. But just as certainly it has to be seen in a much wider context—if at all.

Certainly, too, I don’t feel impelled to “do anything about it.” I’ll read it from time to time—and appreciate my hermitage in the light of topic sentences from the 9th–12th centuries. Perhaps even regret that my own vocation is not all that simple. But surely I can’t live as if that were all! Or as if the Bible were all, either. (Same applies of course to Eckhart and the Rhinish mystics and John of the Cross—though they can be a bridge to other religious traditions.)

 

It rained steadily all day and slowed down in the evening with a fine, full rainbow in the east. I did some work on the Caste War article. Seem to have some arthritis in my right hand. Makes writing painful. J[ames] Laughlin sent a clipping—a letter of Brother Antoninus [William Everson] and the [New York] Times Book Review about “Women” and “Woman” and about how his love poems were after all the sign he had been a “bad monk” etc. Extremely silly. It seemed to me to be unreal and sentimental. Fuss about “Woman” with a capital “W.” But obviously when one is in love there is no telling what will come out of it. Though I certainly disagree with his thesis that what matters is “Woman” and not “Women.” He seems to be rather hung up in the “Woman” business. I certainly hope I have had all my share of it and won’t get involved in any more. I look back in the pages of this journal and read the inanities of last year!! Grief!

November 2, 1967

I think I have a good title for these Journals—i.e. for what is to be published (what I hope to put on tape and have typed): The Vow of Conversation.



Material for anti-haikus on day of the dead

…Food thunders dimly in the angered gut

…Back and forth to outhouse in dark rain-mist,

Splash of blanc gelusil from overflowing spoon.



November 7, 1967

Steel grey morning, but not quite freezing. The other day it was very cold—down in the twenties (cold for November). Yesterday there were a few large flakes of snow but nothing like last year: the big fall that broke the trees!

I have been working on the Ghost Dance canto of Logaire. Goes like a charm! Everything there in Cora DuBois, a mimeograph report from Berkeley. Beautiful, haunting, sad stuff. All you have to do is quote the Indians’ own words!

 

Joost Meerloo here this weekend. I was happy to finally meet him, a really alert and creative mind—full of ideas, not bogged down in his profession (psychoanalysis). Tells of the sterility of conferences—academic rituals where no one listens. I am less and less inclined about all that myself. If the rules relax and it comes to me to decide whether or not to accept invitations, I think I shall refuse them. It would be stupid to accept. Nothing to gain, much to lose. The people I need to meet I can meet here (or I can go out to meet them somewhere privately).

Still, two things—I regret I can’t go to this thing organized by the Blackstone Rangers (Negro gang) on Race, in Chicago (really fantastic!) and regret I had to say “no” to the sweet little girl at Washington University who wanted me there for three days as Ginsberg and Nemerov (?) had been.

November 12, 1967. Sunday

Cool clear evening—7 p.m. Formalhaut out bright in the South under my sign, Aquarius, and above me many friends, Swan, Eagle, Perseus and Andromeda, Cassiopeia. There were some new faces in the conference this afternoon-cantors from other monasteries here for a meeting. Still talking on Sufism-was tempted to talk on Cargo Cults, but I have put that on tape. The Burridge book (Mambu) is excellent.

 

Naomi [Burton Stone] is coming (is in fact here, or should be) and I hope now we can finally wind up all this Trust business, which turned out to be much more elaborate than I anticipated. As usual, I begin to have doubts about it when it is too late. But I think I have done right, though this recourse to law is neither “monastic” nor “anarchic.” Still, I think it would be silly to leave the pile of paper that I have covered with ink merely to rot or get lost in the monastic library. What is left over after my death (and there is bound to be plenty!) might as well get published. I have no guarantee of living many more years. Perhaps five, perhaps ten.

 

Walked today again down by St. Bernard’s Lake in the dry brown grass of the pasture, thinking about some ideas of [indecipherable] on contemplation-and about so many other things, too. [John] Slate’s death. The lawyers. The Trust. The dead tree standing in the water. Sr. Thérèse [Lentfoehr, the poet] (here Tuesday, briefly). Tommie O’Callaghan, who called today to say they are all going to Amsterdam for three years—she is one of my trustees!

 

Yesterday I hurried down in the rain for an afternoon concelebration and Brother Richard [Schmidlin]’s profession. At the end we all recessed singing “The Church’s One Foundation” which reminded me of dreary evening chapel at Oakham 35 years ago. Renewal? For me that’s a return to a really dead past. Victorian England.

 

The other day I called M. from Bardstown—first time in months—since the end of June I believe. It was a sad sort of call and in the end she was crying. She is moving to Miami. I felt we really weren’t communicating: she was trying to tell me I ought to leave and “reach out for happiness.” No way of explaining to her that life in some city would be for me utterly meaningless. And also that I could not live happily with a woman—and that with her it would be a disaster for both of us. Yet I wish I could have a decent talk with her. But what would be the use?

November 14, 1967

Today I went in to Louisville with Naomi B. and at Tommie O’Callaghan’s we signed the Trust agreement—and I am glad that is done. It had to be done, and now it is a weight off my mind. Whether or not everything is perfectly taken care of, at least I have done what was necessary. And I think the agreement is about as practical as anything could be. John Ford was very efficient and cooperative about it.


Yesterday I had a quiet afternoon talking to Naomi and we went over to St. Rose’s Priority—she wanted to say a prayer for some Dominican election—and I liked seeing that church—first time I have ever been in it (passed it at night once a few years ago). It rather fascinates me, up on its hill, with its own kind of Kentucky Gothic, and it has a lot of character. And a sort of austere loneliness that I know from the old Gethsemani and from Loretto too. Something that has become very much part of my own experience in twenty-five years here.

 

Moonlight night. Whump whump of guns at [Fort] Knox shake my windows.

 

A letter from Br. F[rederic Collins] in Chile asked: if they elected me Prior, would I accept. I said no. But I wouldn’t object to helping out in Chile.

 

Having put all my writings in the hands of this Trust I am much less concerned about getting anything “done”—still less about getting it published, obviously! I feel much freer and readier to forget all that, and make more out of solitude.

November 18, 1967

Another bright cool fall day. I have a cold—or an allergy attack or something—and the dust in the hermitage doesn’t help it: so I went out in the sun and took a few pictures. Today a letter came from AFSC (The Friends) in Philadelphia asking me to form part of an unofficial peace team that is to meet and talk with representatives of the NLF (Viet Cong) and try to get up some concrete proposals for Washington. A most unusual invitation, so unusual that if I were left to myself I’d have no alternative but to accept—and in my case I could not take it upon myself to refuse. I can’t, in conscience, refuse. So I decided to turn it over to the Abbot. Was not able to talk to him, he was busy. Gave him the letter and I know very well what he will do! I don’t think there is a chance in a million of his seeing the importance and significance of it and he won’t think for 10 seconds of letting me go. And I’ll probably have to put up with one of his unreasoned sermons. All of which poses a problem. It really raises the question of my staying here. It seems so absurd to go on year after year putting up with such utter nonsense. And yet frankly, I see no alternative that is any less nonsensical for me. That certainly does not justify anything—it is a sign of confusion that I perhaps don’t know how to get out of. I am certainly committed to the solitary life and to “contemplation” and the way I can have these most effectively is here. Or is it? In any case, being here, I have forfeited all freedom to do things that perhaps I should do—and this is a real problem. All I can do is trust blindly that there is some solution which I don’t yet see or know and that it will come by surprise at the right time, just as the hermitage itself did. But I certainly can’t feel complacent or secure about leaving this entirely in the hands of someone who can’t comprehend it and has all kinds of psychological reasons for not letting himself even try. It is a sick situation.

 

The cantors from our U.S. monasteries were up at the hermitage yesterday—end of a meeting they’ve had here! A naive sort of bunch, earnest, well-meaning, caught up in the usual binds and preoccupations. Still, I liked them, and they were, for better or worse, clearly Cistercians—i.e. not only in black and white, but also—simple, earnest, wanting something intangible and expecting to get it, and not too well endowed with ideas. But nice guys, and I was glad to see Fr. Paul from Vina [New Clairvaux Abbey, California]. He had been a novice of mine here and somehow we’d had a hard time getting on when he left. But I realized now that I really like him and he is a good sort. Also had a short talk with Fr. Methodius from Conyers [Holy Spirit Monastery, Georgia]—who talks so fast he can say plenty in a short talk. About June Yungblut, to whom I must write, and so on. (She wants to come here again and I’d enjoy seeing her and talking ahollt her thesis on Beckett.)

November 21, 1967

Presentation—a Feast that has all but disappeared. Enjoyed the Mass alone in the hermitage in spite of my bad cold. I wonder if Smith’s allergy shots are helping or making things worse. Yesterday I had to go to Lexington to the dentist. First time in the Medical Center at the Dental School. Esoteric new dentistry—everything different. Instead of the old spittoon with its private whirlpool, a tube that sucks your spit voraciously into the wall-and maybe your teeth too if you are not careful. It is more fun with a girl holding a tube in your mouth while the drill destroys your teeth, vaporizes them or something. After all the leveling I found five teeth had been reduced to little points on which presently were edified new temporary teeth, smooth and clear, that do not tear pieces out of my tongue. Gold caps are said to be coming next week. All this happened while I lay on a kind of dental divan covered with white leather. Or probably some good imitation. I was on this for two and a half hours and glad to get off. John Loughlin, the dentist, very efficient and solicitous, took me to lunch in the doctor’s cafeteria later. After which I went to the University, could not find Carolyn Hammer in the Library, ended up reading about Sitting Bull and the Wounded Knee massacre (dreadful!).

 

After that, returned to the Medical Center to wait for Brother Clement to come down with five stitches in his jaw, and while waiting met and spoke to Governor Breathitt (whose wife was having her teeth fixed too). A nice quiet guy. We spoke a little about conservation, strip mining and all that.

Then it turned out Fr. Abbot was upstairs in the hospital waiting for an operation that is minor—or perhaps not so minor. We went up to see him. By that time it was late. We drove home in the dark.

I learned today his resignation had been accepted in Rome.

Obviously no chance of my going to Cambodia! (A long note about that was in my mail when I got home.)

November 22, 1967

Rain and mist all day for St. Cecilia [Feast day]. Hugo Rahner on the sacred dance in refectory. His book on Man at Play is very good. Other day when Rahner was talking of homo ludens [man playing], the witty Brother Isidore (in refectory near me) whipped out a box of cough drops and pointed to the name Ludens. Monastic humor.

My cold is better. Rest of the allergy not so. For some reason I have a sore tongue.

 

Today I did a little work on the article promised a long time ago to The Journal of Ecumenical Studies—Monasticism and Ecumenism. Got off to a slow, difficult start, but it was good to get some real work done at the typewriter for a change, instead of just writing letters, or trying to. Some people keep insisting that I reply to them when it is obvious that I am not going to. There are others whose letters I don’t even read. Yet still others are very honest and human and touching, like the college girl who complained of her boyfriend deserting her at parties. And then how she wouldn’t say “I love you” when he came back. I felt very sorry for her (and of course will write!).

 

In two weeks the nuns will be here. I started making notes of things to talk about.

 

Pasternak’s Georgian letters are good. Real love for his friends, and contagious enthusiasm about Tiflis, etc. There is a great newness and freshness about P.—his own bright and living world. A paradise man, full of wonder, and even the Stalinists never stamped it all out of him. Never silenced him really.

November 25, 1967

All day it has been deceptively like spring. Not only because of light and cool-warm air (warm with a slightly biting March-like wind), but because I fasted and it felt like Lent. Then in the evening (I had my meal about 4 instead of supper at 5) it was suddenly much lighter, as though it were March.

At noon, when I was not eating, I was out by St. Bernard’s lake (which is surprisingly low) and the sky, hills, trees kept taking on an air of clarity and freshness that took me back to springs twenty years ago when Lents were hard and I was new in the monastery.

Strange feeling! Recapturing the freshness of those days when my whole monastic life was still ahead of me, when all was still open: but now it is all behind me, and the years have closed in upon their silly, unsatisfactory history, one by one. But the air is like spring and fresh as ever. And I was amazed at it. Had to stop to gaze and wonder: loblolly pines we planted ten or fifteen years ago are twenty feet high. The fire tower shines in the sun like new-though it was put up ten years ago (with what hopes, on my part!). Flashing water of the lake. Abluejay flying down as bright as metal. I went over to the wood where the Jonathan Daniel sculptures are now, and read some selections from Origen. And again stood amazed at the quiet, the bright sun, the spring-like light. The sharp outline of the pasture. Knolls, the brightness of bare trees in the hopeful sun. And yet it is not spring. We are on the threshold of a hard winter.

 

With my meal I was reading Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques. The most “literary” and readable of his books. He is an intelligent and fluent writer, sensitive to real problems, ironic, objective, alert, humane. I like the book.


November 26, 1967. Last Sunday after Pentecost

6 a.m. (really 5 or earlier by true sun time) still completely dark. The stars are those of a March evening sky-with the moon in Virgo. Arcturus, Spica. Overhead Leo, the Twins. The Charioteer going down in the NW. Corvus in the South. Friends! (Last year’s poem “The Lion” was written earlier in November-but I feel a lot better now! Yesterday was a fruitful day.)

 

Seabury Press sent proofs of a devotional book by Alan Paton. It is good-in touch with authentic realities of Christian life and traditional, a good Franciscan sense of things. Yet the kind of book I myself will no longer (I think) attempt to write. I feel strange about writing a blurb for it. To do so is to harm-again-the integrity of all that kind of literature. The integrity which the book business has made so tawdry and thin. Nothing against Seabury, I like them. But the whole business of selling this kind of thing. Devotional literature should circulate free in mimeograph. Or should be printed, smuggled around underground, like the sex books. But soon everyone would see that this too is only a further bit of craftiness, a slyer business gambit! Oh well. I’d like to encourage Paton and this is a serious Christian book: innocent looking yet dangerous, for it will induce some seminarian to throw his life away in some tragic struggle-that will never be recognized by anyone except God. For today there is no obscurity, no nonentity to compare with that of the Christian saint!

 

I keep thinking about Joe Carroll, who left and didn’t come back. (This is the second time.) Probably this time he is through. In a way I’ll miss him: he was part of the peculiar monastic world here and part of my own world this summer. I’ll remember our attempt to find St. Matthews by driving through Cherokee Park, and getting lost in the labyrinth of winding roads, coming again and again to the same bridges and then again and again to the University of Louisville School of Music and the Presbyterian Seminary. But it was a lovely summer morning and nobody cared!

November 28, 1967

Sunday afternoon as I was starting out for a walk to the usual place-(this year to what was to be known as Charlie O’Bryan’s Pasture, beyond cowbarns-St. Bernard’s field and lake), a jeep came out of the gate with a bunch of monks obviously heading for Edelin’s6 to see the Abbot’s hermitage. So I got in with them and off we went past the distillery and over the creek and into the hills with dogs after us. The way in is up the back road. Then through the woods on a bumpy track rutted already by the heavy cement trucks. He is out on a rocky spur, high over the valley, the place where I climbed up on the feast of St. Joseph in 1965-1 remember it well! It will be a beautiful little house, very interesting design (Brother Clement’s memoir to Frank Lloyd Wright, whom he worked for at one time) and a lot of care is going into it. High, isolated, quiet, with a big view (screened by trees, however) and the strange sunny quiet of those high ridges with the trees on the other ridges, just the same height. Only the foundation is finished, but it will be a real pretty place. The only thing is I have trouble imagining him in it. I guess he will make himself think he likes it-but is that what he wants? I wonder. But you don’t really know people here. The fact that he was able to choose such a place and get the whole thing going is a very sobering thought! It is one of the only things I have ever found in the man to admire. He has my respect at least for this: he has got himself one very fine hermitage going! And I remember too that it is because from the first time I mentioned Edelin’s to him, he got completely hung up on the place, and it was because of this that the rest of us got permission to be hermits. So there is something to the mystery!

 

I must admit that in a way I envy the place he has. My own hermitage has lots of advantages and is in many ways much better (for instance it is surrounded by very pleasant woods with a big variety of places to walk, to sit, to meditate, to say office, etc.). But his place has the exciting and romantic character of a kind of hawk’s nest perched on top of all those woods, in that strange lonely area so different from our valley over here. It is remote, lonely, strange, wild. For a moment I thought again about the hollow I like so much over there, and want to see it again. Very quiet, very pleasant, unchanged. I could visualize a little place something like Niles’s house there! (Obviously not that big. But that kind of use of a hillside in a hollow!)


 

Yesterday afternoon I walked over to see Fr. Hilarion in his trailer. It was quiet and sunny. He is very happy and relaxed there, very much changed (as far as his mood goes-no more strain and tension) and seems completely satisfied. I was happy to see that he had settled down so well. Materially he has the least desirable set-up. His camp was thrown together for him at the last minute. But the trailer, though dull, is compact and clean. Less dirty than my place!

 

Yesterday too Glenn Hinson was going to come out but had to change his plans.

 

Today my usual routine was turned upside down-lately I have been intellectually overfed and in the mornings I read less and less. Today I read almost nothing at all in the early morning, a bit of Dorothy Emmett’s book, which is good, and a couple of pages of the Castelli volume-the symposium on hermeneutics. Like it, but I have to stop. I can’t cover much ground. The piece by G. Fessard, S.J., seems to me absolutely insane. What kind of a joker is this? A lot of other stuff is good, though: H. Mt. [Mount Athos], Ricoeur, etc.

 

Not having read in the morning (ended up with some projects for work-and publication-sent suggestion to New Directions, etc.) I went out this afternoon, read some of the stuff on meditation in one of Winston King’s books-on Burmese Buddhism. Good. Then came back and began a new Penguin containing Basho’s travel notes. Completely shattered by them. One of the most beautiful books I have ever read in my life. It gives me a whole new (old) view of my own life. The whole thing is pitched right on my tone. Deeply moving in every kind of way. Seldom have I found a book to which I responded so totally.

December 2, 1967

Strong wind and long storm of rain all day long, sometimes blowing up violently out of the south, bending the black pines and flooding my porch, sometimes dying off while rays of low cloud fly north under the iron ceiling. I went down to the monastery just long enough to pick up my mail and my laundry, and hurried back to change and hang my wet dothes in front of a fire (though most of my firewood on the porch is wet). I fasted, but ate my one meal a little early (about 2:30). Cleaned up my front room. I have a new vacuum cleaner, which is a help. Dust allergy finally made it necessary to get one: the broom doesn’t do the job.

 

The other day I got some rather touching fan mail. Two letters, one from a man, one from a woman, both teaching at Keele University (one of the new English universities) and both thanking me for my “Notes on Love” (in Frontier) and saying how much they agreed, how right I was, what an unusual viewpoint, etc. Well, if these notes helped two people to love each other better and with more trust in love’s truth, then all that happened between me and M. was worthwhile. I feel sad about M.-she has gone to work in M——-. What a hole! I haven’t heard from her there don’t know her phone number. I wrote her a note the other day, but I have run out of things to say: the situation is somewhat artificial and strained because evidently she thinks I should leave here and can’t understand why I don’t, as if my staying here were somehow a betrayal. But that is no longer reasonable.

 

Some of the pictures I took the other day when I was miserable with cold and allergy, turned out very well. Contact sheets from Greg Griffin came today.

 

Touching picture of little Raphael Smith, Carleton Smith’s son, my Godchild, from this summer just as their marriage broke up. Ghastly mess. The baby looks pathetic. I think of the seemingly terrible, cruel remark of Basho on the abandoned child! This poor little baby is not abandoned, but he will grow up in a hard world. And how can I be a Godfather to him in my situation? Everywhere you turn in the “religious life” you run into absurdities and contradictions. But that is also true everywhere. The whole of society is absurd, and we all contribute to it without knowing. I am unable to help C. Smith-except by rather cruel letters, trying to force him to use his own resources instead of striving to get others to solve things for him. But I understand his desperation-it is his own fault, but how understandable. I can imagine myself in the same position.

 

A good day to begin saying the Advent Office, dark, rainy, windy, desolate.


December 7, 1967

The last four or five days have been quite fantastic: among the most unusual in my life. I hardly know how to write about them. There should be a whole new key-and a kind of joy unusual in this journal-where lam usually diffident and sad.

I have to change the superficial ideas and judgments I have made about the contemplative religious life, the contemplative orders. They were silly and arbitrary, and without faith.

The retreat, or meeting, or whatever you want to call it, with the fifteen contemplative nuns who were here from Sunday evening (December ) on has been a wonderful thing. Much more than I expected.’

 

First of all-their obvious quality. All of them-or almost all-real contemplatives, and were really human (all of them certainly that)-completely simple, honest, authentic people. I have never before had such a sense of community with any group-including when Sr. Luke’ and Sr. Jane Marie came over from Loretto-and two of our own monks, Br. Maurice and Br. Wilfrid up here this morning for Mass. Mass at the hermitage today was unutterably good, something I simply can’t articulate. People who should have been undisposed finding themselves completely united-for instance as we ended up singing “We Shall Overcome” with a sense that our own revolution was well under way! Sounds silly enough. But it was very real.

 

Sitting together in silence after Communion, with the rising sun shining into the cottage, was indescribably beautiful. Everyone so obviously happy! I was tired only on the first day. After that it was all easy.

I’d like to write about them all-but perhaps shouldn’t try. But I do feel very close to all of them-with each in some special way. A sense of awe and privilege at being able to come together with such people.



7 This first of two retreats given at Gethsemani by Thomas Merton in 1967 and 1968 was organized by Sr. Elaine Bane, a Franciscan from Allegany, and included a group of Carmelite prioresses, a few Poor Clares, and several other contemplative religious women. The conferences were taped, later transcribed and edited by Sr. Jane Marie Richardson, a Sister of Loretto, and published as The Springs of Contemplation by Farrar, Straus & Giroux in ’992. It was reissued in paperback edition in 1997 by Ave Maria Press (Notre Dame, IN).

8 Sr. Mary Luke Tobin, a Sister of Loretto, Nerinx, Kentucky, was the only American woman observer at Vatican II. Between sessions she returned from Rome to Kentucky and usually conferred with Merton and several other monks of Gethsemani who were interested in this momentous council of the church.




First of all Sr. Elaine Michael [Bane] from the OSF at Allegany. Intelligence, earnestness, response—someone you enjoy working with (we organized this together).

The two Passionists from Scranton—Sr. Elizabeth, Sr. Louise, both beautiful people (especially in their black habits), ardent, deep, articulate, contemplative, alive! Mother Jane from Jackson (Mississippi) Carmel—a very special person. All of them! Very impressed with Mother Francis Clare, of the New Orleans Poor Clares, also intelligent, witty, sharp, and a real mystic (though obese—as if that had anything to do with it!). Mother Agnes, the old, silent, little bent-over Abbess of the Poor Clares in Newport News, taking everything in bright-eyed. It all sounds silly, but they are all better than the best you find anywhere. Immensely encouraging, because they are what they are not just in spite of the communities to which they are committed, but because of them. I am completely confident in the contemplative orders once again. There is a lot that needs changing, but our life is fundamentally one of the soundest and most healthy things in the Church, and I am sure has all kinds of promise. It was a great help to me to see and experience this.

 

At Mass today: I opened with a prayer of Lancelot Andrewes instead of the Confiteor [I confess]. Sr. Elizabeth read the Epistle. We had a dialogue homily (first time for me!). Everyone joined in with petitions in the prayer of the people, mementoes, etc. Afterwards—another prayer of Lancelot Andrewes and a prayer from the Old Syrian Liturgy for hermits. Then we sat and had coffee and had a wonderful time. The hermitage is blessed with the memory of it.

These four days have been very moving and I feel completely renewed by them: the best retreat I ever made in my life.

December 9, 1967

Yesterday, Immaculate Conception [Feast], I was pretty tired. Went down to Concelebration, came back and lay down for an hour (sort of drugged sleep), then got up and went for a quiet walk and some meditation by the lake beyond St. Bernard’s field. Springlike sun. No one around. I needed the silence. Coming back—the small footprints of my nuns still in the mud of the road by the sheep barn. I remembered their happiness, especially when they were at Mass in the hermitage.

 


Today: grey morning. I tried to get some letters written. The “Cross Fighters” article came back from Harper’s and I sent it to Teo Savory.9 A letter from Dame Hildelith at Stanbrook. Lovely Shaker slides (Sabbathday Lake) sent by Bob Rambusch. The Carthusians are building a two-million-dollar charterhouse in Vermont (Jim Forest sent a clipping with sardonic comments).

 

Merrill Jackson arrived for dinner in a Louisville taxi. We talked a bit in the hermitage (he knew Malcolm X) and later went to Bardstown to get some cans of soup and replenish my supply. The taxi driver, very awed at having a famous passenger, had got six or seven copies of Seeds of Contemplation, which he had been reading while he waited. Found some potato soup with difficulty in the supermarket and when I opened it the can was labeled wrong. It turned out to be some kind of beef soup which I did not like.

 

I remember the Sisters leaving on Thursday-one car after the other and finally the green station wagon from New Orleans roaring off with Sister Kathleen at the wheel. Last I saw of her she was barreling down the middle of the highway.

I remember Mother Elizabeth and her black cape, Mother Louise and her black sweater: the firmness of our handshakes, the solemn promise of prayers. Sister Elaine Michael—my first sight of her sitting obscurely at the corner of the long table.

Really, it was wonderful to have them here, and to have such a perfect mutual understanding, such an atmosphere of unity and sense of realistic purpose: for once possibilities were not only hopeful but even realized, to some extent!

December 10,1967. Second Sunday of Advent

Rainy. Denise Levertov was here with Wendell Berry and Tanya and the Meatyards. They came up to the hermitage and spent the afternoon. I like Denise very much. A good warm person. She left a good poem (“Tenebrae”) and we talked a little about Sister Norbert in San Francisco who is in trouble about protesting against the war. Rather heartbreaking. Denise has had trouble with Eshleman too. We agreed about him.


 

I am hoping this next week will be quiet—a time of fasting and retreat. Too many people here lately. Also I need to get some work done.

December 12, 1967

After two days of wind and rain, a quiet, moonlit night. Fine clouds yesterday evening, piling up black out of the SW, and riding off in a line northward without coming over the monastery. High sweep of pink curves overhead. Then the black descended on us with dark and there was rain.

Today I got considerable work done-additions to Faith and Violence10 (Finally getting off the ground with this. Hope nothing else goes wrong after Notre Dame Press fell asleep on it.)

 

Doris Dana sent the Stephens book on Travels in Yucatan and I began it. A fine work! Great reading.

 

This afternoon I went to return the tray that Mrs. Gannon sent over full of doughnuts the day I had Mass with the nuns in the hermitage. No one there but Brother Pachomius. He said Leo [Gannon] had suddenly lost the sight of his left eye and was in Louisville seeing an eye specialist.

 

As I sat in the jakes after dinner with the door open as usual, I saw one, then two golden crowned kinglets playing and feeding in the saplings outside, flipping and hanging upside down and almost somersaulting in the air. Both males, with pretty bright crowns. Very dapper.

 

A handsome card, irises, from Masao Abe in Japan. The usual pre-Christmas mail—and a copy of Floating Bear, Diane di Prima’s little mimeographed magazine which is always good. Maybe I’ll send her something. This issue had something by Kerouac: I had forgotten his existence. And G. Snyder. And some Japanese. And even one by a computer at MIT which was not bad at all!!

 

I am sick of responding to requests for articles for this or that collection that someone is editing. Several times lately I have written such and heard nothing more about them. Wesley First and some Columbia collection. Msgr. Robert Fox and his East Harlem picture book. Ned O’Gorman. Even Ed Rice’s thing on monasticism. I must write him about it. [Bob] Lax is back at Olean.

December 14, 1967

On November 20 the population of the U.S. reached 200,000,000. Eerie business of watching this rise of the flood of people in the world! Only three countries have larger populations: China, India, USSR. The population of the U.S. has exactly doubled in my lifetime. It was 100 million in 1915. Expected to reach 300 million in 33 years—if present rate of increase continues. But it may accelerate.

 

In spite of left-wing enthusiasm for Che Guevara (“martyr”) and Regis Debray (“confessor”) the Bolivian guerrillas have clearly failed. The CIA, etc. too strong and too smart for them. Victory at once for Bolivian dictatorship, Washington Power and Official Russian and Maoist doctrines. The Bolivian Communists were not with Che and Regis—they are heretics. Nevertheless, in all this mess, they stand out as human beings one admires and appreciates (though not all Che did is exactly lovely perhaps). Hence I don’t take back my poem on Che (sent to London some weeks ago).

 

Yesterday—after confession a short conversation with Fr. Matthew [Kelty] about the coming abbatial election. Later, after dinner, Brother Job [Maurer) walked up with me to the hennitage to talk about his departure (soon), and while we drank some of his oversweet blackberry wine this conversation turned to the abbatial election too.

The following things seem to be crystallizing out:



1. Fr. Baldwin seems most likely to get it.

2. Even those who will probably vote him in (which I won’t) are not entirely happy about him. He is simply the one most likely to be tolerated by a majority. But tolerated grudgingly by many of them. Many would prefer Fr. Flavian [Burns], who knows more about what real monasticism is. Others are actively campaigning for Dom Augustine (of Conyers) but these are largely the people who want TV and summer vacations, baseball, swimming, etc. (which they may easily get out of Baldwin, in fact!)

3. Fr. Baldwin is Dom James’s candidate, and will perhaps let himself be dictated to by Dom J., at least on some things. Will most likely continue Dom J.’s policies in my regard! (Keep me quiet and immobile and out of monastic discussions as far as possible. Try to shut me up on war, race, etc.)

4. More important—Fr. Baldwin is the favorite of an immature, confused, feminine element among the younger (and not so young) members of the community. This is what I don’t like. It portends a kind of wishy-washy, indeterminate, superficial “togetherness”—a kind of monastic aimlessness and flaccidity, in which the place will rapidly lose whatever seriousness it still has left. In other words—with the hard-headed and single-minded obsessiveness of Dom James out of the way, the basic frivolity and unseriousness of so many of his monastic policies will come out fully in the open to be exploited by his little favorites under Fr. Baldwin. A rather sick and distressing prospect!




Is there any chance of Fr. Flavian getting it? Too many resent his “leaving the community.” His ideas are respected, and those who want a real monastic life will be readier to vote for him. Fr. Matthew has some good ideas, but is too volatile. He hasn’t a chance. Neither has Fr. Callistus, whom I respect: I am surprised that there is so little esteem for him. The other “strict” candidate is Fr. Anastasius. But he is so rigid, so emotional, and has so little imagination that he would probably be hopeless, and I think most people sense that.

The candidates I could in conscience vote for are Frs. Flavian, Callisttls, Eudes [Bamberger], Timothy (at Rome), Hilarion (hermit)—but of all these and others like them, only Fr. Flavian has any chance whatever.

The prospects for this monastery are not good: weakening, confusion, decadence, irrelevance. We are already well on the way, and even a strong, very definite and clear-sighted administration would have a hard time turning us back. Fr. Baldwin will never provide it.

December 15, 1967

Cold night. Full moon. Fasting has been good this week—though I have not gone very far with it I feel hungry (one solid meal a day—and small one: some soup in the evening). Book from Solesmes on Barsanuphius and John came to review. Began it, then walked out under the moon, impressed with it. And with the laxity of my own life this last year—and worse still in 1966! Perhaps things are slightly better, but I hope next year I can cut down on the visits and contacts. Some things are necessary (like the retreat of the contemplative nuns). Others are not—mere picnics, etc. Glad I cut off going to Willetts. That was really out of place.


I have begun, finally, to write the introduction to the Time-Lift Bible. It is due in two weeks, and I’ll never get it in by then. Great reluctance in getting down to it, but I am surprised to find that once I start it goes ahead pretty smoothly and I seem to enjoy it.

December 18, 1967

Rain yesterday and last night. I did not go down to concelebration and did not get out for a decent walk in the afternoon—but stayed close to the monastery, walked up and down by the woodshed, as when I was Master of Novices. So as to be near to give the conference.

At my conference I thought I owed it to the community to make a clear statement of my position on the abbatial election: and said I would not accept, in conscience, under any circumstances. I did not elaborate. There are probably a few people around who would vote for me—and more might if! were not a hermit. But I am enough of a maverick and an outsider to be safe. And most of them know how I feel without any need of announcements. But I thought it was best to be definite.

To tell the truth—I think the abbotship, at least as it is understood by the majority of Superiors in the Order, especially those of Dom James’s generation, is simply obsolete. It is ridiculous to carry on such a pointless charade. Dom James has emptied the whole thing of meaning, not because he was a “bad abbot” but precisely because, in the official mind, he was a “good” one. But even a “good” one does more harm than good: he hurts people and saves the institution. He can’t help using people—and Dom J. has certainly done that, without being altogether aware of it perhaps.

I refuse absolutely to go through this nonsense of being the “Master” and “Abbas” and “Dom” and running other people’s lives—or pretending to—and fighting their resistance, whether sane or neurotic. The worst of it is the constant struggle with those whose submission has to take the form of pseudo-protest: an exhausting battle of self-defeating complexes. That is about all the present set-up seems to be good for. Maybe Dom J. has got me so prejudiced I see it wrongly.

Incidentally, however, Fr. Baldwin is not J.’s candidate. I think Dom James would like Fr. Eudes to get it. Eudes is a better man than Baldwin-smarter. But he would rule. And that is bad. Baldwin will be less direct-a manipulator and wheedler. But in the long run perhaps the one most acceptable to the majority, easiest for them to bear with. In that case…OK!


December 19, 1967

Yesterday—went in to Louisville in rain and mist on the truck with George [Reiter] for a meeting at John Ford’s office, about policy for the M[erton] collection at Bellarmine (and the other collections). Paul Birkel, Betty Delius, Pat Oliver, Martha Schumann. It was pleasant in the office on the 9th floor of the Kentucky Home Life Building, looking out north over the river in the fog. I think we got quite a lot done, and all piled back into the elevator with a sense of achievement. We drove up the new river road and then to Bauer’s on Brownsboro Road-I had lunch with Pat and Martha, got some food at the supermarket, then over to Bellannine and did a little work in the M[erton] Room, organizing and identifying material. Finally the sun came out. Marie Charron came (she had a tough time with the stencils of Journal of My Escape [from the Nazis]) and Tommie O’Callaghan with Colleen. Sat in the sun on the hillside waiting for George to come in the truck, and drove home, reading a xerox of the Colman McCarthy piece (heavily slanted) in N[ational] C[atholic] R[eporter]. This is not the right perspective either! Same schizoid active-contemplative split with emphasis on the active side.

When I got back, a pile of mail was waiting, with a Christmas card from one of the Shaker eldresses at Canterbury, N.H. and a nice message. Also a very favorable review of Mystics and Zen [Masters] from Hermes. Masui sent it in proof.

Reading Basho again. Deeply moved by the purity and beauty of his travel notes and Haiku.

“All who have achieved real excellence in any art, possess one thing in common, that is, a mind to obey nature, to be one with nature throughout the four seasons of the year. Whatever such a mind sees is flower, and whatever such a mind dreams of is moon. It is only a barbarous mind that sees other than the flower, merely an animal mind that dreams of other than the moon. The first lesson for the artist is, therefore, to learn how to overcome such barbarism and animality, to follow nature, to be one with nature.”

(Penguin—p.72)

I suspect that the Western language and vocabulary could be most misleading here. V.S. “one with nature” as a kind of foggy pantheism. The point: not seeing something etc. than what is. Seeing it in its isness-and not interpreting it or dressing it up with “mind.”

 


In town—George picked up another blank book like this-and some ball-point refills.

December 22, 1967

After a couple of warm, spring-like days (rainy though) it is cold and looks like snow. Real Advent weather. Christmas is very close. In the avalanche of cards, etc., a couple of fat envelopes have arrived with some poems for the magazine I thought of starting: it would be only four issues. Monk’s Pond (maybe as title). Some good poems from Margaret Randall (sad-sad-about her breakup with Sergio). Others from Keith Wilson, whom I’m going to like, I think. There’s also an old unpublished piece on Tibetan mysticism by [Walter Yeeling] Evans-Wentz I might use.

I finished the Time-Life Bible Introduction—very glad to get it off my back too! Relieved. I hope I don’t get into anything else like that. Yesterday afternoon as I was walking along thinking about it on the road by the Sheepbarn, I consoled myself with the thought I was getting ten dollars a page and then with a shock realized I was getting a hundred dollars a page. That didn’t make me feel better. On the contrary: that’s the trouble! I feel more at home-and write better-when I am doing something for the Catholic Worker for nothing.

 

Idiot monastery business. Sunday I announced tersely at my conference that under no circumstances would I accept the job of abbot. Later, perhaps facetiously, I mimeographed a statement, giving various reasons. I thought the touch was light enough, but today I got an irate note from the Prior blowing off steam about it, saying I had insulted the community, was wildly uncharitable, and comparing me to Bernard Shaw (as a satanic monster of pride). Apparently what troubled people most was the sentence where I said I did not want to spend the rest of my life “arguing about trifles with 125 confused and anxiety-ridden monks.” This evidently threw a lot of people into tailspins, thereby proving that I was right.

But in a thing like this it is not enough to be “right.” The fact is that the community is full of half-sick people, immensely vulnerable, wasting their lives in petty, neurotic machinations-and one simply does not needle such people. It does no good, and encourages their sickness. Also it is perhaps more the fault of the system than their own. I should not have hurt them. Actually, living apart from the “community,” I forget what a hornet’s nest it really can be. And all these people suffer intensely and make each other suffer. I have no business stirring it all up and making it worse. The frantic indignation of the Prior was really rather pitiful. Here is a mature and presumably experienced man: and he is so hypersensitive and unbalanced! Furthermore, some people are seriously thinking of him as abbot. God help us if he (Anastasius) is elected! It will be even more of a looney bin than it is already.

Actually, it is saddening. And I feel so foolish and helpless. Foolish for having stayed here so long: helpless to do anything to improve matters-not feeling that I should really leave…At least I should keep my mouth shut, be more considerate, and also stay out of their way.

It is always uncomfortable to know that you have to live with other people’s delusions about you, of one kind or another. No point in overstimulating their imaginations and their resentments!

 

The only man I think capable of handling the job of abbot adequately-if anyone-is Fr. Flavian. I don’t see anyone else to vote for. The saner part of the community seems to be for him. The absentee votes might swing it against him, for Baldwin.

December 23. 1967

It is going to be a cold night. Bright stars, cold woods, silence. A card from M. today: thought of her suddenly the other day, almost saw her it was so vivid. That was the day the card was mailed. From C———-, not M———-. Certainly I feel less real, somehow, without our constant communication, our sense of being in communion (so intense last year). The drab, futile silences of this artificial life, with all its tensions and its pretenses: but I know it would be worse somewhere else. And marriage, for me, would be terrible! Anyway, that’s all over. In a month I’ll be 53, and no one in his right mind would get married for the first time at such an age.

Yet this afternoon I wondered if I’d really missed the point of life after all. A dreadful thought!

 

I gave the hermitage a good cleaning. Burned a lot of Christmas cards and wrappings. Repaired the stile that rotted and broke under me a few weeks ago. Ready for Christmas. Today I went down early for an ordination Mass. Brother Jerome from Vina, subdeacon. Thought of my own subdiaconate nineteen years ago. Things look very different now.


 

Some good poems came today from Lorine Niedecker. Superb poems in fact! Like her very much. Same kind of fascination as Louis Zukofsky (to whom lowe a letter).

December 24,1967. Sunday and Christmas Eve

With my breakfast I read an appalling article in Italian on “The Monk in the Church. “The Church is a big sacramental machine. In it the monastery has its place as a “center of edification” because of the “exercises of the contemplative life.” But aha! There is a problem! If the Bishop is Father of the Diocese and Abbot is Father of the monastery, Saperisti [“those in the know”]! Two Fathers! Aha! Another answer. The Bishop is Father of sacraments, the Abbot is Father of asceticism. Valid Sacrament, come from Papa Bishop. Valid obedience and humiliations from Papa Abbot: Viva!

All this is based on Vatican II, which makes me wonder what is so new about Perfectae caritatis [Decree on the Appropriate Renewal of the Religious Life]. The whole thing is sickening. The mechanical, cause-and-effect, official machinery of Catholicism. Dreadfully dead, putrid. And yet people are committed to this insane validism, this unchristian obsession: obviously someone like our poor Prior knows nothing else but this moronic one-two-three system of compulsions. And how can you tell them anything else? It is the old hang-up on magic: following the instructions on the bottle to get the infallible effect. A monastery is a place where, though there are more detailed instructions on the bottle, we follow them all meticulously, and the whole Church turns on with our magic tonic. Is LSD more honest? We do this because we think it makes us respectable: we are fully justified by Tierce, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline and by blind obedience to the ascetic Dad, no matter how absurd.

The Church is a great treadmill, and when you turn it, it churns out an ineffable substance called grace, and he who gets his pail full is thereafter untouchable, impervious to everything, neither man nor God can tell him anything. He is justified. He is right. He has a right to bash your head in if you even think of questioning it.

December 26, 1967

Christmas night—was good. Dom James’ last sermon—simple and quite moving. The Mass was uncomplicated and everyone seemed much more awake and alive than last year, apparently because they had had an English Vigil they enjoyed. Then there was the new church. When I got back I had several hours of curious, light, dream-filled sleep. I could not remember any of the dreams.

Frs. Flavian and Hilarion came up after dinner for a General Chapter of hermits and the three of us drank up all my Mass wine. General subject of conversation: Flavian must be abbot and what to do about this place.

Later I went over to Gannons’ and then their dog followed me back and I couldn’t get rid of it all night. Wouldn’t let it in or feed it. Finally when I got up it was so cold I let the dog in—by that time it was starved, ran in triumphantly and jumped on my bed with enormous tail wagging and saying “I love you—feed me!” I finally took the dog back about 8:3o-everybody worried and Mom G. out looking for it all over the place.

More good poems came in today. I had to write a few letters and finally got out for a short walk.

December 30, 1967

Very cold. Down around zero. Snow. Bright stars. Strange crackings in the big water buckets under the gutters—I forgot to empty them and the bottoms will break out under the pressure of ice!

The other day I had a talk with Fr. Anastasius making (I hope) peace, but he still seems tense and suspicious. I don’t think it is really possible to get along completely with him, but with an effort we’ll manage, though if he is abbot it would take some doing! I might have to go to Chile (John Harris consulted the I Ching for me in Cornwall and turned up the same hexagram I did years ago when thinking of South America.


Fear not

Departure toward the South

Brings good fortune!)



Well. “One must see the great man!” Br. Frederic and Fr. Callistus will be here from Chile for the election and I will talk with them. Also Dom Colomban [abbot of Gethsemani’s founding abbey in France].

How great can the man get? Letter from Cardinal Antoniutti reproving our Abbots for their reforming desires has not even been read here, not even the Prior has seen it. Dom James certainly has his own way of handling unpleasant orders from above. Ignoring them. I have learned that from him! I saw a copy of the letter sent by Fr. Anselm Atkins, from Ga. [Conyers] brought by John and June Yungblut who are here now, leaving today.


 

I have [James] Mooney’s wonderful Ghost Dance book finally and am reading the new George Steiner book [Language and Silence] which critics have to a great extent ignored or treated coldly. Very good.

January 3, 1968. Wednesday

The year struggles with its own blackness.

Dark, wet mush of snow under frozen rain for two days. Everything is curtained in purple greyness and ice. Fog gets in the throat. A desolation of wetness and waste, turning to mud.

Only New Year’s Day was bright. Very cold. Everything hard and sparkling, trees heavy with snow. I went for a walk up the side of Vineyard Knob, on the road to the fire tower, in secret hope of “raising the sparks” (as the Hassidim say) and they rose a little. It was quiet, but too bright, as if this celebration belonged not to the new year or to any year.

More germane to this new year is darkness, wetness, ice and cold, the scent of illness.

But maybe that is good. Who can tell?

 

In a couple of weeks we will have the abbatial election.

In a few days Dom Colomban is coming from Melleray to preside. With him, from Chimay [Belgian monastery], editor of the Collectanea.

Fr. Flavian seems to be our best hope for abbot. Dom James told him not to accept the election! Incredible! Fr. Flavian does not intend to follow any such advice if they vote for him!

Yesterday I asked a local sage and oracle—Fr. Roger [Reno]—who was likely to get it. He said it was between Frs. Baldwin and Flavian and Dom Augustine of Georgia. He ought also I think take account of Fr. Anastasius the Prior and the conservatives’ candidate. Of these four I believe Fr. Anastasius is the one Dom James would settle for because then in effect he could continue to dominate the course of things in the monastery.

January 4, 1967


You shall not die in the bluegrass land of A….

rather the gods intend you for Elysion

with golden Rhadamanthos at the world’s end.

(Fitzgerald’s Homer)




The question of Chile is bound to come up when Fr. Callistus and Br. Frederic are here for the election. I have no intention of accepting superiorship there if I can help it (again—I can always refuse an election), nor do I have any intention of volunteering to go there (unless the situation here under a new abbot becomes impossible.)

 

The morning was dark, with a harder bluer darkness than yesterday. The hills stood out stark and black, the pines were black over thin pale sheets of snow. A more interesting and tougher murkiness. Snowflakes began to blow when I went down to the monastery from the hermitage, but by 10:30 the sun was fairly out and it was rapidly getting colder.

By afternoon it looked like a New Year—with fresh, cold light and a biting wind burnishing the frozen snow. A wind out of the NW from the Great Lakes.

After cleaning up the cabinet where I keep writing materials (and finding two reams of paper I didn’t know I had) I went out for a walk in the wind.

I am getting down to work on Nat Turner for Katallagete [Southern magazine]—a clever but false book I think.

 

Evening—new moon—snow hard crackling and squealing under my rubber boots. The dark pines over the hermitage. The graceful black fans and branches of the tall oaks between my field and the monastery. I said Compline and looked at the cold valley and tasted its peace. Who is entitled to such peace? I don’t know. But I would be foolish to leave it for no reason.

 

Incredible barbarity of the Viet Nam War—the weapons used, the ways of killing utterly defenseless people. It is appalling. Surely the moral sense of this country is eroded—except that there are protests and how few really know even a little of the facts! Certainly this can’t go on: the country is under judgment.

January 5, 1967

It is turning into the most brilliant of winters.

At 6:45—stepped out into the zero cold for a breath of air. Dark. Brilliance of Venus hanging as it were on one of the dim horns of Scorpio. Frozen snow. Deep wide blue-brown tracks of the tractor that came to get my gas tank that other day when everything was mucky. Bright hermitage settled quietly under black pines. I came in from saying the Little Hours [Office during the day] and the Rosary in the snow with nose in pain and sinuses aching. Ears burn now in the silent sunlit room. Whisper of the gas fire. Blue shadows where feet have left frozen prints out there in the snow. I drank a glass of dry sherry and am warm! Lovely morning! How lovely life can be!

 

Nat Turner is nothing but Styron’s own complex loneliness as a Southern writer. A well-fashioned book, but little or nothing to do with the real Turner—I have no sense that this fastidious and analytical mind is that of a prophet.

 

George Steiner’s book Language and Silence is an important one and I can’t read more than half a page without having to get up and walk up and down and let all the ideas sink in a little. Very much on my wavelength. Interesting criticism of F.R. Leavis—both criticism and appreciation—failure of the peculiar kind of integrity Leavis represents because it closes in on itself, refuses the future, refuses most of the present, and then becomes mere snobbery. I am now in the article on Lévi-Strauss. The section on the Jews is harrowing, lucid, deep, everyone should know this!

January 6, 1967. Epiphany

Damp, leaden darkness. Falling snow (small wet flakes). Accidents. Yesterday in the frozen brightness I fell and badly bruised my knee—for a moment the pain gripped my guts with nausea and I thought I would pass out or vomit. Reeled—nowhere to sit. I think I may have broken the camera—the Rollerflex—i.e. bashed it so that the back may be letting in light. Will see what happens to this film in Gregory Griffin’s tank.

Also another accident: yesterday morning woke up at the sound of a frozen gallon jug of water bursting—and the unfrozen water running out all over the floor. And this morning dropped an egg as I was getting it out of the icebox. My hands don’t feel and grip properly (awful clumsiness trying to load the camera).

Last night curious dreams, perhaps about death. I am caught suddenly in a flood which has risen and cut off my way of escape—not all escape, but my way to where I want to go. Can go back to some unfamiliar place over there—where? Fields, snow, upriver, a road, a possible bridge left over from some other dream.


(Sudden recollection and as it were a voice: “It is not a bridge”—i.e. no bridge necessary!)

 

Yesterday—I went into the Guesthouse to see Dom Colomban and P. Charles Dumont who arrived Friday night—tales of their journey by air from Paris, and especially the wild ride from Kennedy to LaGuardia to make their connection.

P. Charles speaks very softly with a Belgian accent and I can hardly distinguish what he is saying. Dom Colomban heartily approves my desire not to be Abbot. Lamentations on the abbatial condition (he is perfectly right).

January 8, 1967

Bitter cold. Zero. Clear. Frozen snow. At eight the red sun rose over the snowy woods with an old bit of con-trail bent over it in the sky like a circumflex accent.

I finished (Saturday and with additions yesterday) the short piece on Pasternak’s Georgian Letters which Helen Wolff asked me to write. Am sending off today final tape of Vow of Conversation for typing. Working on Nat Turner. An ambiguous book, brilliant in parts, uncertain and tedious in others.

George Steiner on Marxist critics, etc. Still interesting, but not the best part of the book. Useful however.

 

Yesterday Dom Colomban got me before Mass in the Sacristy and asked me to come to dinner with him, Dom James and Fr. Charles in that Guest House Room. Drank white New York wine and talked French and had a long conversation with him afterwards—about the election etc. And about an invitation which has come from Dom Leclercq for me to attend a monastic-ecumenical meeting in Bangkok! Dom C. approves on principle but of course it is up to the next Abbot. The meeting is in December—but by that time probably the whole of SE Asia will be at war. (Though the Presidential election may make a difference. I doubt it however!)

 

People are tense over the abbatial election. Br. Clement ruptured his ulcer. Fr. Anastasius down with a heavy cold, Fr. Baldwin looking anxious, drawn and thin. Fr. Flavian looks best of the candidates—happy and confident—and the community is full of wild indefinite ideas of dark horses and strange possibilities—all the obvious choices having become half credible at best: from too much speculation.

I tried to correct this by a word or two in my Sunday conference—the last unless the new abbot reappoint me for it.

Meanwhile there has been a last-minute political flurry to make sure the community votes for an English choral office before someone cool to the idea becomes abbot (I don’t think any of the candidates would be against it really). But just to make sure. And Cardinal Antoniutti’s letter remains of course unheard of here. Amusing.

 

I wonder if Dom James will be capable of settling down in his hermitage and keeping his fingers entirely out of community politics. I doubt it. I think he will make things a bit uncomfortable for the new abbot. Certainly I wouldn’t want the job with him hovering around in the background and with his little clique still active in the business end of the monastery. I am sure people will be running to him and using him against this new abbot.

 

The huge icicle on the SW corner of my porch is a good five feet long—it reaches almost ½ way to the ground!

 

Evening.

Cold all day—never stopped freezing, even in the sun. That long icicle seems to be several inches longer. Tonight the cold is bitter. Last night the thermometer at the monastery said 8 below and at Gannons’ 15 below. I can’t tell by my sheltered thermometer on the porch. It was probably well below zero here. Felt like it.

 

Down at the monastery it seems, surprisingly, as if there were quite a few people going to vote for Fr. Anastasius. Certainly not the smartest people in the community. Many of the former brothers—who were reputed to be against him—turn out to be for him. They might end up by swinging it for him, which would really be a disaster for the monastery. At least it would mean the end of any real hope of openness and development (except such development as he would be talked into by the liturgy people, because he might listen to them). He is a closed, unimaginative, opinionated, emotional man, and moreover has a temper. God preserve us!


January 10, 1968

Days of gloomy and sunless cold. In the dusk of evening, walking out on the edge of my hill, with all the hard outlines of this world lost in white snow, it is like walking in space. Woods hang like clouds over the invisible fields and bottoms.

 

Yesterday I would have gone to town but it snowed, the roads were bad. I came back up and finished Nat Turner and wrote my article—after lunch with Fr. Charles, ill and alone (the two abbots out to the Little Sisters of the Poor and to a hospital where two of our professed are—to get them to renounce their votes).

Bonhoeffer says, “It is only when one sees the anger and wrath of God hanging like grim realities over the heads of one’s enemies that one can know something of what it means to love and forgive them.”

This is the key to the dishonesty of Styron’s treatment of Nat Turner. Styron “enjoys” wrath as an indulgence which is not seen as having anything serious to do with religion whatever. Religion suddenly appears on the last page as a suggested preposterous reconciliation (in purely sentimental terms). To treat a prophet of wrath while having no idea of the meaning of wrath, and reduce that wrath to the same level as masturbation fantasies! The whole thing is an affront to the Negro—though it is well-meant, even “sympathetic.”

It reduced me finally to desperation!

How can white people do anything but cheat and delude the Negro, when that is only part of their own crass self-delusion and bad faith!

January 11, 1968

The abbatial election is the day after tomorrow.

Yesterday I went down to the monastery on an errand to Fr. Charles and Dom Colomban in the Guest House, and in the corridor ran into Fr. Callistus and Br. Frederic, who had just arrived by plane from Chile, sunburned by the Chilean summer. Fr. Anastasius was talking to them. He looks tired and worn.

It really does seem, incredibly, that he has a very good chance of being elected, and of course I see why now. He is first of all a conservative, and then he is the candidate of all those inarticulate, unimaginative people who have passively accepted the new changes without really wanting them and who in their hearts want only security and no more change—or only slow change. For these people, monastic life means chiefly a secure routine. They like law. They want obedience and rule, because it simplifies their existence. It reassures them. It makes life safe and predictable. It guarantees that they will not be confronted with more than they can cope with. They have bent their wills to that. They want it confirmed.

Fr. Anastasius is the one man who will do that: he represents the status quo more than anyone else. And suddenly I realize that this is what most of the community probably want—just a secure routine, dignified by a certain continuity with the past and a general atmosphere of worship and obedient endurance (up to a very safe point!). Also it can be made to look like courage. He is a virile, aggressive, hard-working character, and I admit this is good. The cenobitic types who vote for him will represent a genuine reaction against the femininity of Fr. Baldwin, his flexibility, his openness, his unpredictability.

The election will be decided on what way they go who vote first for Dom Augustine and Fr. Baldwin (assuming Fr. B. does not get it and I much doubt he will though he is still favorite). If they swing to Fr. Flavian—who represents a high and genuinely monastic ideal (but openness too) then he’ll get it. If they fear Fr. Flavian as too lofty and incomprehensible and as a “hermit,” they will swing to Fr. Anastasius. For too many Fr. Flavian is a “threat” because they don’t understand him and don’t know what to expect of him.

If it turns out to be between Fr. Flavian and Fr. Baldwin, then I think it is hard to predict how the voters for Fr. A. will divide between them.

 

My own position: obviously for me Fr. Anastasius would be a very difficult superior—harder even than Dom James. He would be very obstructive and negative in everything that regards my writing, correspondence, other contacts. At best he would tolerate my present situation insofar as it has been passed on by Dom James. But he would also be looking for trouble and glad when he could find it. Though he is strongly anti-hermit, he might prefer to have me out of the community and in the hermitage and just do his best to isolate me here completely—as Dom James wanted to. If in doubt about any of my affairs he will consult Dom James and Dom J. will give out a harder line for me through another than he would dare to do directly. But it will certainly guarantee my solitude.

 


However, the real issue is not how easy or how hard it may be to get on with the next abbot—but the honesty and faith of my own comminnent. Hence the need to concentrate on the main thing.

This still needs clarifying.

It is not simply a matter of saying I have vows here and that’s that. Certainly I mean to keep my vows and stay within the Order—also to live up as far as possible to my hermit commitment.

How far my writing and my contacts imply a further comminnent is another question.

For instance if I am completely silenced here, and if the Chile foundation wants me very badly, should I pull up stakes and go there? Of course if I am sent—no problem!

Should I regard my situation as that of Pasternak under Zhdanor and Co. and go on working as best I can with a certain vital protest inside of my silence? There is no doubt that it was right and best for Pasternak to stay in Russia, even and especially after the Nobel Prize affair.

 

Bonhoeffer:

“Who stands his ground? Only the man for whom the ultimate criterion is not his reason, his principles, his conscience, his freedom, his virtue, but who is ready to sacrifice all these things when he is called to obedient and responsible action in faith and exclusive allegiance to God—the responsible man seeks to make his whole life a response to the question and call of God. Where are these responsible men?”

January 13, 1968

The day of the election. In a few minutes I start down to early concelebration. It is still night (4:30). When I got up snow was falling and now it turns to rain.

Yesterday it took a long time just to vote for the scrutators, and what will it be today? I don’t expect it to become much before evening. However—yesterday we also voted on whether any legislation of the General Chapter, making the abbatial term temporary, should be retroactive. In other words if this new man’s term should automatically be limited if that becomes law—(otherwise he would be for life anyway).

A surprisingly large majority voted against a life-abbot—and for a temporary abbotship. In the circumstances that was a very good sign: everyone was relieved by it because it is a sign that the community is sick of the kind of authority represented by Dom James (though well disposed to him personally). They don’t want a power-type who wants to be on for life and have a completely free hand.

Obviously a temporary abbotship has other disadvantages. But the reaction against power-establishment is hopeful. I feel more optimistic about today’s election.

 

I happened to glance through some old notes of mine—novitiate conferences on the vows—dating back ten years. Incredible and quite embarrassing. I was astonished to find them so legalistic, so rigid, so narrow. Yet in those days I thought myself quite broad and many regarded me as a dangerous radical. I was only doing what I thought I had to do—teaching what all the authorities held! That it now seems completely unrealistic and false is a sign that there has really been something of a revolution. Felt the same about the Bishops’ Pastoral.11 It is in some sense an advance, but it seems to lack a real inner sense of the Church: they are still talking of a Church of Law, and they are in a bind they can’t really get out of.

Bonhoefferis right—people “in the world” who may seem to be “criminal types—small people with small aims” etc. turn out sometimes to be “much more under grace than under wrath, but the Christian world in particular stands much more under wrath than undergrace.” I think of my notes on the vows in this light! And I pray that today in our election it may be grace and not wrath we stand under.

January 15, 1967. St. Paul the Hermit

Two momentous days, heavy with snow and heavier with happenings. Fr. Flavian was elected abbot by a large majority and surprisingly fast (third ballot). Fr. Anastasius was nowhere—I got as many votes as he did, although I had made it doubly and triply clear that I could never accept. Everyone is very pleased and everyone also is quite clear about what the election means: a definite option for the new and an expression of final dissatisfaction with all represented by Dom James, since Fr. Flavian is first of all clearly a man with a mind and ideas of his own, and one who definitely stood up against Dom James’s ideas. His going to the hermitage was largely  a protest against the futile job of running a foundation under Dom J., and Dom J. has not really forgiven this.

So therefore it is clear that this was one of the candidates who would be completely independent of Dom J. and of his policies.

Result—a real sense of liberation. Almost a shock to realize that the secrecy, the suppression and the manipulation exercised by Dom James no longer dominate us. That we have a man we can talk to, work with frankly, exchange ideas with, propose real experiments to (not just tinkering with the liturgy!).

 

The election was peaceful, even happy. Of course with all the preliminaries it took time to get moving and we were in there forty-five minutes before starting to vote on the first ballot. Then after that it was about an hour before the result was announced. Fr. Flavian was already an obvious winner with over thirty votes and he doubled them in the next two ballots. Dom Augustine of Georgia got a few votes, Fr. Baldwin was second in the running throughout, the only other significant competitor.

 

Between ballots, the cloister full of people reading, I read long chunks of David Jones’s Anathemata, somehow very moving and sonorous in that charged silence, and one felt a blessing over it all even before having any idea how it would tum out.

It was all over by about 9:30.

By that time it was snowing again.

I stayed at the monastery most of the day, as I had a talk with Dom Augustine and Dom Eusebius [Wagner, of New Clairvaux, California]. Then after dinner an interview in the gatehouse with an ex-nun—rather an unusual little person, going through a period of trial and rejection but I think quite holy and with perhaps a real call to sanctity (though she is thought by some to be crazy). A very simple, innocent little being with great aspirations, who seems to get around in an extraordinary way. (Was at the Council, i.e., on the fringes of it and met a lot of people.)

 

Sunday—yesterday—the confirmation had still not come through from the Abbot General at La Oliva in Spain. I helped Dom Colomban put through a phone call to this monastery lost in the hills of Navarre. Some talk with the operator in Madrid. The cable sent the day before about the election had not yet reached the General. The election was confirmed and after None and a great fuss of a community photograph in the Chapter Room, Dom Flavian was installed and I made my promise of obedience with a great sense of meaning—i.e. a sense of authentic human possibilities in a context of real friendship among all those who are F.’s generation and who will collaborate with him now.

 

A real sense of community with all the other men who will really do most of the work—ehoir and brothers. Dom James’s policy was to keep everyone separated and play them all against each other, trying to keep them uninformed or only partially informed.

 

This morning-a special conceJebration and a proper Mass composed by Fr. Chrysogonus. Very free one too. As a “farewell” to Dom James. However, Dom J. has not even moved out of his office. Dom Flavian has a room in the guesthouse and it does not look as if Dom J. will be out of there for a couple of weeks yet.

 

At Communion, as I approached the altar, I suddenly realized that the bond of understanding that really does exist among the men here now, among themselves and with Dom Flavian, is really strong enough to do something—and to do much—with the institutional structure, or in spite of it. That if Dom F. himself is for change, the blocks set up by an authoritarian system cannot be completely decisive—though they can still be a nuisance.

I realize how seriously I misjudged the community the other day—saying they were all conservatives and wanted security above all. They voted with courage and imagination and their option was for openness, growth, greater freedom, real progress. Also, as I realized at my conference yesterday afternoon, they have summed up the situation pretty well and can express what their real hopes are—a man who is open, whom you can talk to, who will admit his mistakes and not push them off on to someone else (one of the brothers said this!), who will listen to new ideas, who has definite principles but is willing to tolerate different ideas, etc.

The result of this eJection has been a real sense of a bond between us all, and already at this morning’s Mass Dom J. seemed suddenly remote from all this, a stranger to it, and the farewell really meant farewell. Certainly he is honored and remembered for the good he has done, but also the isolation in which he has always really lived now appears for what it is. He has lived in the midst of the community deeply isolated from it, yet manipulating its inmost heart, alienating it, and at the same time soothing it with cliches and with a dramatic “presence” and influence. Certainly he has sacrificed himself very much, but one feels it was for the institution rather than for the people in it and he expected them to let him sacrifice them in the same way. To some extent they did, some more, some less. But now they are done with that: they want to build a real community, not a corporation.

January 19, 1968

I have been sick with flu for several days—and badly.

It began Tuesday (I caught it of course in the community where it has been going around. The election was a good way to catch it!). After dinner I went for a walk in the woods and could hardly drag myself back to the hermitage. Went to bed early. The next day I probably would have pulled out of it quickly if I could have stayed in bed, but I had to go down to the monastery—once again I would hardly get back to the hermitage, and went straight to bed. Thursday I had to go down again (to take my laundry bag and to tell Fr. Charles Dumont that I would not be able to spend the afternoon with him) and that really fixed me. So I fell into bed without dinner and lay there for sixteen hours or more hot under the blankets, aching, smashed in stupid sleep, with my head like a music box playing over and over and over “The Shadow of Your Smile” (version of Ives Montgomery). I am up with a dry cough, gut in a shambles, high fever, nauseated by everything, unable to say Office or do anything whatever except occasionally get up to make tea and take a pill.

Yesterday afternoon was pretty horrible. I haven’t felt so sick in a long time.

Today, after a deep, sweaty sleep, I felt much better, said Lauds and Mass and had a light breakfast, went back to bed, but the sun was up bright and I felt alive again. Only problem—I couldn’t move around without sweating profusely.

Had some soup and eggs at noon and began to feel myself again. Went back to lie down, and everything began to be seen more sharply and clearly experienced: sound of a truck on the road ¼ mile away. Sense of where I am, where the road is, of the woods around, sense of having a world to be part of, not just to be a hump of matter.

Curious what thoughts came to me with deep convition—“Must not go back to the Willetts’” etc.


Went down again to the monastery in mid-afternoon.

They are on retreat and someone told me the retreat-master had started out by saying Buddhists were life-denying and Christians life-affirming! I couldn’t care less about such platitudes. What does he mean by life?

An experience like this sickness is purifying and renewing because it reminds you not to be too attached to the narrow view of what you think life is—the immediate task, the business of getting done what you think is important, of enjoying what you want right now, etc. Sickness pulls the rug from under all of it. Haven’t been able to do anything, think anything. Yet in the evening-the bare trees against the metallic blue of the evening were incredibly beautiful: as suspended in a kind of Buddhist emptiness. Does it occur to anyone that Sunyata is the very ground oflife?

January 21, 1968. III Sunday after Epiphany

Another grey day. Snow still fairly thick on the ground, and now black with coal dust around the monastery.

I did not concelebrate, but ate dinner at the monastery.

In the afternoon went out for the first decent walk in almost a week—out to the Pond by St. Bernard’s field with its green ice and its dead trees and silences.

When I was making supper someone came banging on the door. It was Brother Thomas from the monastery with a message that Sy Freedgood was dead. I went down to call his wife Anne, and found out that his house in Bridgehampton had burned down last night and he was not able to get out. Suffering with bursitis he had been taking a lot of pills and drinking too and was probably too groggy to escape—a very tragic thing-yet somehow last spring everything about him pointed to death—a kind of dysfunction. (His accident on the way here was sign enough!) I could not talk to Anne, who was on the way from Bridgehampton to New York, but spoke to one of her friends in the N.Y. apartment. Poor Sy! I wired Lax, who is now in Olean.

Before I heard the news I was playing some Mozart Quintets on the record player and enjoying them. I no longer feel like listening to anything, Mozart or anything else.

Sy’s grandiose plans in the spring—for getting me out “like Faulkner” once a year, etc. etc. We did have a pretty good day in Lexington!

 

It is already a hard year, and I don’t know what else is coming, but I have a feeling it is going to be hard all the way and for everybody.


January 23, 1968

Poor Sy! Mass for him yesterday (Library Chapel) and today (hermitage). I remember so many things: Sy and Rice at my baptism; the time we rented the house in Woodstock for the summer and then didn’t go—a good thing—(I sublet my apartment to him). Bramachari. Sy’s place in Long Beach, the brothers and uncles. That crazy paper we started.

Sy trying to teach me Judo on a sandbar in the lagoon behind Long Beach. I don’t remember ifhe was at Olean—maybe.

Last year he was here looking terrible in his fur hat and bandaged face and I knew he was finished. Yet he was full of ideas and plans. We made a voluble, profane tape. ’Ialked of his analysis. And his analyst on whom he greatly depended. And death, which he had very much on his mind. It must have been tough on Anne to cope with all his drive and all his despair. (In Bardstown—he wasted time and money sending an insulting telegram to some superior at Fortune, about some job he (Sy) was really not doing.)

 

A dark, wet night. Yesterday much of the snow melted and when I woke rain was falling. It may be drizzling still.

I have got most of the material together for the first issue of Monks Pond and am happy with it—especially the selections from Keith Wilson, AI Hamilton—most especially the selections from Shen Hui” which are extraordinary.

I am reading Reza Arasteh’s fine book Final Integration and I think it brings a whole lot of threads together and makes much sense—as opposed to so much of the fragmentary and short-sighted views of sociology and psychology in America. This really has something new to say—and yet it is in line with the wisdom of the millennia. And very germane to monasticism.

January 24, 1968

Brighter weather—quite cold. Bitter cold morning with blue clouds and sun trying to get through. Later it was fully bright. The last two days I have participated in dialog with a group together with Fr. Vincent Martin the retreat-master. Quite good. He is an unusual person—was a Benedictine in China, then a Lt. Col. in the Chinese Army in World War II, then imprisoned in the same camp with Fr. David [Murphy, of Gethsemani] and the Chinese Trappists. Then studied at Harvard under Gordon Allport. He is a monk of Vallyermo but after a year at Weston has been a couple of years at Dormition Abbey in Jerusalem. A very likeable and intelligent person with good ideas. He seems to be giving a good retreat. Anyway the dialog discussions were fruitful. This afternoon he went up to the hermitage with Fr. Eudes and Fr. Matthew and I got to know him better.


12 The Shen Hui article did appear in the first volume of Monks Pond, a small journal edited by Merton in 1968, four issues in all. “Selections from the Dialogues of the Zen Master Shen Hui (8th century A.D.),” with an introduction by Wei-wu-wei. The four issues of Monks Pond were reissued in a facsimile edition in one volume by the University of Kentucky Press, Lexington, in 1989.


January 26, 1968

Two nights ago—early morning, before dawn: the old moon—dying crescent—hung in the South with Antares (of Scorpius) almost caught in the crescent. And as if the moon were holding up Scorpius in a balancing act. A forbidding sign. Venus nearby.

 

Dom James has still not moved out to the woods—is still in fact in his office. Dom Flavian waits in the Guesthouse for him to move. Some of my mail still comes to me with a mark of Dom J. on it: for instance a telegram from Bob Giroux about Sy’s death.

 

Last evening Bro. Victor came up with a can of water—Fr. Hilarion with him—and told me an American spy ship had been captured by North Koreans. A weird story, with ominous repercussions. Johnson rattling the sabre, calling up reserves, etc. etc. It didn’t sound like something seriously believable—though I don’t doubt the ship is where it is: captured. It sounded like some sort of a contrived “incident,” too phony to amount to anything, so phony it’s just embarrassing…

But today again I heard Washington is making a big thing out of it, and on my way back from dinner I stopped to talk to Andy Boone who was picking up the ashcans from the furnace room. He said, “What do you think about the war?” I said, “Is war really declared?” He said, “It will be by two o’clock tonight.”

Well, one always takes Andy Boone with a grain of salt.

But Bro. Clement gave some details. The whole thing sounds incredibly fishy, absurdly so: a completely contrived “incident”—not even the simplest appear to be convinced of it. Even Andy Boone said, “What was that boat doing in there anyway?” And why no signals?

Maybe Johnson has finally got his big war, but he still hasn’t got the country with him. Never was anyone such an unconvincing fraud! On the other hand, if he is detennined to have a world war in Asia, there will be a pile of trouble here at home. I don’t relish the prospect! (Even Andy Boone is talking of “Civil War.”)

 

Got some letters written in the morning, though this is harder and harder to do. So much of the mail seems completely pointless. And in fact a great deal of it is simply a matter of someone trying to get your name for something, to line you up for some cause or other, or to engage you in a chain of pseudo-events and pseudo-decisions: or more simply to get some money out of you: or to use you in some way.

 

This afternoon—a quiet walk in the sun: again down by St. Bernard’s pond. Gannons’ dog tagged along—that pretty collie bitch with a feathery tail—running busily into everything, immense interest in all kinds of smells, mysteries, secrets in the hushes and in the grass. She ran on the melting ice, rolled in the manure spread over the pasture (rolled twice!), came out of the brush with her tail full of dead leaves and in a final paroxysm of energy chased a cat into the cowbarn. A completely successful afternoon for her anyway!!

I had Buber’s Ten Rungs in my pocket and couldn’t read a line of it, only looked at the sun, the dead grass, the green soft ice, the blue sky, and felt utterly blank. Will there never be any peace on earth in our lifetime? Will they never do anything but kill, and then kill some more? Apparently they are caught in that impasse: the system is completely violent and involved in violence, and there is no way out but violence: and that leads only to more violence. Really—what is ahead but the apocalypse?

January 31, 1968

Clear, thin new moon appearing and disappearing between slow slate blue clouds—and the living black skeletons of the trees against the evening sky. More artillery than usual whumping at Knox. It is my fifty-third birthday.

We do not have a war—only “the Pueblo crisis,” with senators shouting like complete morons about “wiping those yellow bastards off the map” or words to that effect. Complete inanity.

But the guns at Knox nevertheless shake all my windows.

 


A warm, clear, quiet afternoon. I did not work but went for a walk down to the pond. All the water is clear of ice except in one shady comer. There were some wild ducks down at the end. They rose and circled and then headed south into a strong wind that broke up their formation. What are they doing going south now? Maybe the winter is far from over, though this was a springlike afternoon.

 

The other day I was in town. It embarrasses me. Of course, J had to see the proctologist and that is always embarrasing—with your head down and your asshole up in the air, trying to talk about Mexican Indians. I had more money than usual, so bought some records—and then felt guilty. But the new Dylan record Oohn Wesley Hardin) is his best. Very encouraging. He’d had a bad accident and everyone thought he was finished.

Also got Coltrane’s Ascension which is shattering. A fantastic and prophetic piece of music.

I keep getting more and more good stuff for Monks Pond. Today some fragments of Paul Klee translated by Anselm Hollo. Very welcome. I think it will be a good magazine.

In town I visited Tommie O’Callaghan, recovering from an operation. She is at home now. Lovely photographs of the children taken by Gene Meatyard. First time I have been to Dan [Walsh]’s apartment in Lenahan Hall. George picked us up there to drive home.

 

Dennis Goulet [University ofIndiana, Bloomington] came Saturday and brought Richard Chi, who is a very interesting person. J wish I could find out more about the Zen Master he studied under. Hope to see more of him. He brought a lovely and mysterious painting of a 17th-century Zen monk, Tao Chi. Fascinating—very direct and arresting picture! A landscape with a gripping subliminal quality. Goulet said “like Van Gogh”-and yet it isn’t really. Not the Van Gogh swirl and flame form, a different kind of structure, more mysterious, more dreamlike, more detached than Van Gogh.

February 4, 1968. Fifth Sunday after Ephiphany

In the east, blue and purple clouds laid on lightly as if with a dry brush—and clear blue sky above them. The field is heavy with frost. Gas is getting low in the tank—repeated promises on the part of Brother A. that he will refill it, but he doesn’t. I still have enough for a few days maybe, if I ration it.


Haven’t done much work in the last week or so-too many interruptions. For instance, Friday afternoon just as I was getting ready to type some of the Geography of Lograire, the Chaplain from Nazareth showed up with Fr. Malcolm Boyd and I was glad to meet him, yet felt I talked too much and too wildy—or anyway too irresponsibly, perhaps overcompensating for the fact that I’d rather not have been visited.

Yesterday, Carolyn Hammer, John Jacob Niles and Rena with Bob Shepherd and Hanna came over. This was a pleasant visit in the field and warm sun by the Pond, and I enjoyed it. Salad and wine! And good talk, and not too long. After they left I had time to clean up my place a hit and bum some of the paper and boxes and bags that have piled up since Christmas.

Nevertheless I have to face the fact that there are too many people coming around, and a lot of them are simply busting in uninvited and are a nuisance. And going to town is a bigger nuisance. True, I have to see the doctor, and there are still things to do, but more and more I have a sense of untruth and ambiguity in all my “social” existence, from my conferences in the monastery to visits with people from outside.

A few rare exceptions. Richard Chi for instance is probably one I can talk with on a level of real communication (Buddhism). I enjoy the Niles, Carolyn, etc. but with Carolyn there is a kind of estrangement—she is closing in on a kind of defensive conservatism all round. I guess she is lonely and afraid, if the truth be told. She distrusts my radicalism on some points, and feels I fail her somehow. Yet I myself see no real value in “radical action” for my own part. There is nothing really effective I can do and apart from saying what I think (as in the book Faith and Violence) there is nothing to contribute. Besides, things are so fluid and so uncertain that an opinion loses its significance in three weeks. I cannot get involved in the surface of activity that concerns itself only with immediate gestures and demonstrations, and perhaps the best thing for me to do is simply to shut up—until something really new happens.

At this point I am getting more and more letters from people wondering if with a new Abbot, I am “coming out” to join in all kinds of things, to speak here, to lecture there, to give retreats, to meet students, to join in marches. Not only is Dom Flavian just as opposed to all that as Dom James was, but the Order itself would not countenance it—and I myself feel that it would be futile and irrelevant for me—not what I am called to be doing.


February 6, 1968

“The Pueblo incident” has not turned into anything. Johnson obviously can’t afford a second war. And the whole thing simply shows up the folly of the U.S. trying to police the whole world with spying engineers of one kind or another—and with fuzz-armies.

Somehow the conflict seems much clearer: it is really racial, and the racism of the U.S., though anned with everything under the sun, is up a blind alley. It has no future—except perhaps a kind of fat, fascist desperation.

 

A sunny day, more like spring-after the usual cold night and freezing morning. I am not writing letters, though I have many that require answers. So much of the mail is utterly pointless. Except for some that come from kids, high school or college, really suffering from the stupidity and inhumanity of their elders. Some of these people must be real bastards!

 

I got some of the Geography of Lograire on paper—so much work needs to be done on it, but typing is a step. Then I can correct, revise, add. But this is not something you just sit down to every day.

Bob Giroux sent some [Cesare] Pavese. I may write on him, though it is foolish to branch out more. Yet I really do like him.

 

I need quiet. I need to get down to more reading and meditation. The problem of people is of my own making—as problem and as ambiguity.

February 8, 1968

Yesterday—Feast of St. Romuald incidentally—finally got a mimeo copy of Journal of My Escape from the Nazis. Naomi has written repeatedly about it. Work on the new liturgy books has held up everything else here. I forget when I sent the ms to Marie Charron to type—maybe September of last year. I wanted the stencils for November. Got them finally in December, and have been waiting ever since for them to be run off. Yesterday, when I looked at the first and only copy so far, I found to my dismay that some of the chapters (unnumbered in the original) were in the wrong place—the dog cemetery, for example, comes before I met B. And so B. is alluded to and she has not yet been introduced. And so on. Marie C. must have dropped the ms. and got it back together wrong. Yet I thought I carefully numbered the pages in pencil. Maybe not. I send the text today.

 


Whatever the mess—this is a book I am pleased with—this Journal of Escape. I have always thought of it as one of my best. Not that it holds together perfectly as a book, but there is good writing and it comes from the center where I have really experienced myself and my life. It represents a very vital and crucial—and fruitful—moment of my existence. Perhaps now I am returning to some such moment of breakthrough. I hope I am. I won’t have many more chances! Geography of Lograire may in parts have some of the same sardonic vitality, but with much more involvement and complexity.

 

World Revolution. Strangely enough, the obsessive efforts of the U.S. to contain by violence all revolutionary activity anywhere in the world only precipitate revolution. And guarantee that it has to be violent.


1. Soviet policy of “peaceful coexistence” has finally been made to appear ludicrous by VN war. North VN forced into the fight, forced to drop the cautious Soviet line and go over to the uncompromising line of MAD.

2. Non-violence in Civil Rights—has been completely discredited by white racist violence which is entirely insensitive to meaning of non-violence. Which is dominated by its own obsessions and myths, and creates violence. Self-fulfilling prophecy.

3. The draft is necessary not to defend the country but to maintain an army big enough to police the world and put down revolution the way the Alabama State Troopers put down Negro demonstrations: of course the help of national armies is also required.

4. This policy justifies the Chinese one of starting guerrilla war everywhere possible so as to involve and scatter U.S. forces.

5. This in turn encourages the desperation of resisters and race revolutionists at home.

6. The present policies of the U.S. make clear that a semblance of world peace and order depends on a revolution in the U.S. which will align this country with Third World revolutionaries, not against them.

7. But such a revolution cannot possibly succeed. At least not with the present line-up, Black Power—Hippies—Peace Movement—Acid-heads and Poets against the U.S. army, government, police.

8. Johnson will attempt some sort of compromise gesture that may effectively lull the awakening suspicions and questions of “good ordinary folks” and draw the sting out of much of the resistance. Then when he is re-elected—step up police repression and control by force, subtle and overt, perhaps withdrawing to some extent from vast foreign involvements—a more fascist idolatrous idea.

9. A lot depends on what happens to American money. If there is an economic collapse…



No pronouncements. No statements. No fuss. No “action.” Sit quiet and use your eyes and ears and your head. Try to understand the meaning of events in these next months. This is a critical year for the U.S. and for the world. Everything is crystallizing out much more clearly and uncompromisingly than at any time since World War II. We’ll see what happens! Meanwhile, let no one imagine Johnson is merely an uncouth idiot. He has both the clearsightness and the fatal blindness of the operator who manipulates for immediate pragmatic ends and cannot see the ultimate human consequences of his manipulation. And he controls more power at the moment than any human being in the history of the world-though he can’t make that power do what he really wants. It is the power of a Saul and of a Goliath. Vulnerable to some black David, maybe. But that one is not yet on the scene as far as I know.

 

That demented woman, Marie Tadie. is threatening to sue the monastery for $15,000, because I finally persuaded Dom James to drop her as agent before he retired—rather than pass her on to the next abbot. Who could be expected to handle such a porcupine? Her megalomania, autism and greed are unlimited. I was very imprudent to let her start selling books for me in France. When? Perhaps in 1960 or 61. She then began putting herself forward as my “exclusive agent and translator.” Trouble began seriously in 1963 or 64 when she sold the Black Revolution separately in France and then in Italy, then in Barcelona (Catalan!). I began, too late, trying to control her, and to prevent her from taking over everything I had. I did manage to keep her hands off the German rights. In 1965 when I moved to the hermitage I wanted to break off all business with her and let the publishers handle everything. Dom James would not do this. Instead he started to deal with her himself and got into untold difficulties, complicating matters still further. I had trouble persuading him to drop her even when he planned to retire. When Naomi came in November it was finally decided to put the whole thing in the hands of Kraemer-Rains in Paris and that is where it now is. (He is a good lawyer and a friend of Maritain’s, recommended by Doris Dana.)


February 10, 1968

Bitter cold again—below 32 all day and now rapidly getting down toward 20. It will be another cold night. In late afternoon, after finishing some mail, I walked out to say Office. The moon was up (it will be full in three or four days) and two deer were standing motionless out in the middle of the field, watching me, their big ears spread out, their grey winter coats almost green against the field. The farmers meanwhile are farming with fire, burning the alfalfa fields to kill weevil. Roaring of the flame throwers in St. Teresa’s field circled my place, and acrid blue smoke floating through the pines.

 

I just learned a day or two ago about the big drive of the Vietcong in Vietnam—they almost took a lot of cities at once by guerrilla action, and gave a great show of revolutionary strength, so that although they did not hold on to much of anything they completely changed the picture. It is the beginning of the end in Vietnam because there is just nothing left for the Americans to “support” except themselves. Morally the country belongs to the NLF, because of the stupidity and inefficacy of the technical ideas of Americans—strategic hamlets, crop-burning, etc. It is a great failure of power, and a victory, whether you like it or not, for human spirit, even if that spirit is ruthless, totalist, etc. It is a victory of people and of authentic human concern over a technological and military machine. But the war is not over yet. Is there going to be another Dien Ben Phu, this time for America? I am not so sure. But the war cannot be won by the U.S. now. Or the military objectives of the U.S. cannot be attained.

 

J. Laughlin came Thursday. In two days we got a lot of work done on the Trust, copyrights, permissions, etc. Friday—were in Louisville all day—first at Bellarmine, then John Ford’s office. John Ford, J., Tommie and Fr. John Loftus and I had lunch at The Old House—a good one, too. That is a place I like (Cunningham’s has been sold and things are happening to it). Then back to John Ford’s. Maybe all the rules for permissions, etc., may complicate my life but in the end I hope they will prevent some legal snarl that would frustrate publication or use of my stuff. Libraries and publishers like rules as much as monks do, in fact more. J. is full of stories about people pirating Ezra Pound, etc. By 3 p.m. I was exhausted. But Tommie wanted us to stay for dinner and I had got permission (as J. did not want to return—so I needed someone else to drive me back). Then began a long drag between 4 and 10:30. First-lying down, trying to rest in the guestroom at O’C. ’s. Traffic noise. Dog barking. Kids playing. Not unpleasant. Then trying to get some news on TV—only local at that time. Then a rush down to the Pendennis Club—a big idiot place, dinner in a large, green, classical kind of a dining room with absurd music (the kind of stuff they played for the dansant [dancing] on the Cunard Line). The food was OK, but I did not feel like eating. The place was just ludicrous and all I could think of was getting out of it. The tedious, oppressive world of the wealthy.

What I really wanted, and finally got—was to go down to the new place that has opened in a warehouse building on Washington Street. Very good jazz there. Clark Terry, a trumpeter who was with Ellington, is there for four days. It was very satisfying. The only problem—Tommie had invited a lot of people who were not really interested in jazz and who sat around garrulously talking when I wanted to listen. One man kept asking me to justify it, explain what could possibly be good about it, instead of listening to it. Still, it was good. The players were stacked up on a high stage in the middle of everyone but facing a wall, practically. It is a long high narrow cellar. Power and seriousness of the jazz. As if they were playing for their own sake and for the sound’s sake and had no relationship to the people around them. And yet for the most part everyone seemed to like it. Without understanding that here was one place in Louisville where something was definitely being done and said. Ron Seitz came with Sally, and Pat Huntington was with me so we formed an enclave of appreciation—maybe. Anyway, that was one place where I felt at home, if only I weren’t in a crowd of uninvolved people. It would have been better at a table, two or three with nothing to say.

When we got out it was very cold. I didn’t get back to the woods until nearly two, fell into bed and slept five hours. Then got up for Office and Mass, etc. The quiet of the hermitage is good. The sound of the jazz was good. In between—a vast morass of nonsense, babble, riding, talking, pretending, etc. For a moment I thought: nice if I had my own car, could simply drive out of here about seven and come back when I felt like it and not depend on people who want to entertain you by the hour.

Actually, of course, this is an exception. Once was enough. And it was exhausting.

February 12, 1968

Zero yesterday and below 20 tonight. Spica, Vega, Arcturus; brilliant. Frost shines on the ground in the light of the setting moon. Very cold, very silent, when I was out during meditation—only a distant train—to have only one far noise is now equivalent to silence.

 

I finished [Ronald] Segal’s badly written but perceptive survey The Race War [New York: Viking, 1967]. It really clarifies the situation—shows how serious and how irrational it is. These are elementary truths—and people like Johnson evidently can’t see them. To think that a society as complex and sophisticated as the U.S. seems to be, should bog down, finally, is something as trivial, as stupid, and as self-defeating.

One conclusion: the real importance of resistance within the U.S. Not only for ourselves but for everyone else—for the human race. Yet the hangups are now so inexorable…

Thinking too of the meeting in Bangkok—the AIM Meeting of Asian Superiors in December to which I may or may not eventually go. What sense can monastic renewal and “implantation” in Asia have if the (Christian) monasteries are implicitly identified with Western power? Dom Leclercq sees this of course. Utility of the meeting could be in clarification of this problem first of all.

 

Yesterday before Concelebration Dom Flavian handed me a blue envelope from the BBC—invitation to an interview with Malcolm Muggeridge for TV. Obviously turned down. I am suggesting to Fr. Flavian that Muggeridge should nevertheless stop by here for an informal visit.

February 13, 1968

Bright morning—freezing, but less cold than before—and with a hint of the smell of spring-earth in the cold air. A beautiful sunrise, the woods all peaceful and silent, the dried old fruits on the yellow poplar shining like precious artifacts. I have a new level in my (elementary) star-consciousness. I can now tell where constellations may be in the daytime when they are invisible. Not many, of course! But for example: the sun is rising in Aquarius and so I know that in the blue sky overhead the beautiful swan, invisible, spreads its wide wings over me. A lovely thought, for some reason.

 

I am really turned on by social anthropology and cargo cults. Jarvic’s book The Revolution in Anthropology is, I think, important, though I distrust Popperites. But he very smartly shows how Cargo has found anthropologists in an impasse and thrown them into a crisis—and their response has been a ritual methodological celebration which has, itself, the qualities of a Cargo cult. This is useful and instructive and leads somewhere! Where? I hope to discover.

 

Yesterday—finished a first draft on the question of Monastic Discipline. More to be done!

 

Since Hayden Carruth’s reprimand I have had more esteem for the crows around here and I find, in fact, that we seem to get on much more peacefully. Two sat high in an oak beyond my gate as I walked on the brow of the hill at sunrise saying the Little Hours. They listened without protest to my singing of the antiphons. We are part of a menage, a liturgy, a fellowship of sorts.

February 20, 1968

Still bitter cold.

Yesterday in rain and sleet Parrish’s workmen poured the foundation for an addition on to the hermitage: a lavatory and a room for a chapel. Right now I am eager and anxious for the chapel to be finished, to have the Blessed Sacrament reserved, and to go into a kind of Lenten retreat with much more quiet prayer and less of a log jam of conflicting activities.

Monday, 1bmmie O’C. came out unexpectedly with some relatives, so the whole afternoon was gone and then I foolishly decided to go in to Washington St., which meant the night gone, too. Only value—talking to Melvin Jackson, the bass player, a really dedicated artist. And the combo turned on and really played in an all but empty place. Power and unity and drive. It was very fine, very real. But again, exhausting to get back here, sleep four hours, and try to salvage something from the next day. All I did accomplish finally (and that wasn’t much) was to talk to Joseph Mulloy (formerly accused of “sedition” in Pike County), who is resisting draft induction this Friday. I gave him a letter of support—on moral rather than political (resistance) grounds.

February 22, 1968

Zero again. Heavy frost. Very cold night. I had a dream that President Johnson was assassinated in Louisville. It seemed like a rather trite event and few paid much serious attention, though of course the police and military went about finding the assassin. He was found almost immediately. This fact was heralded by a long, bizarre, sadistic bugle call. I asked a passing soldier who it was (three soldiers, dark silhouettes on a sloping lawn) and he said “some British Pastor in Israel.”


After that I lay awake and listened to the hard ice cracking and hardening some more in the rain-barrel outside.

There is very little real news of Vietnam—guesses, opinions, surmises. There is evidently hard fighting in Hue but we’re not told, and the Vietcong are massed around Khe Sanh. Yet at the same time Khe Sanh does not seem to have any special meaning (strategically) for either side. It is another symbolic position. And both sides are looking for a big propaganda victory by killing as many of the other side as they can—if possible by simply exterminating the others. Not to gain any significant objective, just to clobber the enemy. Just simply to kill.

 

I still haven’t been able to really straighten out the messed-up text of the Journal of My Escape. Impossible to get stencils run off. Bro. Martin and the novices are all tied up in liturgical texts that are being turned out in hundreds. I can see where I can just about forget further mimeographing or offset duplication for my own stuff here. If I can get out my four issues of Monks Pond that ought to be enough, and that will be a problem in itself.

 

I hope that in Lent I’ll be able to go into retreat and keep visitors out—or at least away from the hermitage. One or two engagements: I hope to see [James] Baker, the Ph.D. candidate from Florida, Ash Wednesday, Winston King later in March, and Donald Allchin before Easter. Also have a date to see Jim Wygal in March and should see Dr. Ryan March II. Hope I can keep it down to that! If Tim Hogan gets in the habit of coming over from Nazareth it will be a real nuisance. Might as well let him know clearly. (He and Jim Gorman brought Joseph Mulloy here Tuesday.)

February 24, 1968

A magazine in English—in Burma or somewhere (India?)—has an article by a Buddhist lay-woman on her practice of meditation—emphasizing mindfulness of suffering in its existential reality, not escaping into ecstasy, etc. On one of the pages with this article—the following advertisement.


If you use Balm

use only the strongest Balm

de Songa’s Dali Brand

BURMA BALM (picture of jar-radiating light)

So powerful yet only K1 a jar

Relieves all pain—and quickly!

From de Songa’s, of course.




Bitter cold all the time. Waning moon, almost at its end, we probably won’t see any more of it tomorrow. Year of the Monkey is what this is, I learned the other day from some news article on Vietnam.

 

Yesterday: I went to a Council Meeting, as I am now back on the Council. Quiet, reasonable, a very good atmosphere of peace, charity, sense. Fr. Flavian is impressive as Abbot, quiet, simple, definite, completely honest, not extending himself beyond his limits but functioning within them in a dedicated way. I think he will be sane and good. Of course the tough times have not yet begun. Under Dom James my struggles and exasperation led me to do wrong and unwise things without clearly seeing what I was doing—and thinking myself justified. Under Dom Flavian I am interested in being more honest and more serious—and a better hermit. It will be a struggle, because I have let things get potentially out of hand by thoughtlessness and carelessness with people, visitors, drinking, etc. Just to aim at moderation does not really work. Well, I should do that, but more than that. In the end, something more absolute is required—and a more real solimde. I really think that the idea of “helping others” and “being open” has led me into a real illusion.

February 25, 1968. Quinquagesima

From a letter of Hans Magnus Engenberger resigning a job at Wesleyan University and leaving the U.S. for Cuba in protest against the war and the whole simation:

 

I believe the class which rules the U.S. of America and the government which implements its policies to be the most dangerous body of men on earth…a threat to everyone who is not part of it. It is waging an undeclared war against more than a billion people.

Its aim is to establish its political, economic and military predominance over every other power in the world. Its mortal enemy is revolutionary change.

 

This letter was written on my birthday.

 

Yesterday I wrote a short piece on Wilderness (the Nash book) in the afternoon. Importance of the “ecological conscience.” (Same war as above!!)

 

Though it is still cold (with a bitterly biting wind) there were a few moments this afternoon when the coming of spring might almost be credible—perhaps because I so desire it after this cold winter. Out in St. Bernard’s field, just as the clock was striking two, the sound of the bells came clear in a lull of the wind, and with the wind down the sun was suddenly warm. Fern-like walnut trees in the hollow stood as if ready for summer, and I looked at the distant valley and at the slight haze in the sky. Perhaps warm weather will once again be possible.

Then in the evening—the bare trees had a certain way of beating themselves up against the blue late sky, as if they knew for sure the promise of sap in them. I sang the Te Lucis and realized it is a lovely hymn.

 

As I was ending my conference Bro. Kevin gave me a telegram from Jim Forest saying he was not coming. But I had not even heard he was coming. It was from Atlanta. Maybe he was intending to bring [Thich] Nhat Hanh here. There may be a letter about it tomorrow.

February 26, 1968

In spite of the bright, bitter cold (below 20) the whistling of the cardinals gives some hint of spring. It, too, is confident.

 

The more I read of Cargo cults the more I am excited by the material: it seems to be tremendously important and significant for our time. It opens new perspectives in everything.

 

“Most important…to eliminate states of relaxation or inner emptiness, when inner resources are insufficient….

“The tendency to disperse oneself, to chatter, to make conquests (or I would add simply to make an impression) marks the degeneration of the creative tendency to reflect reality in one’s own soul.”

These are good observations in Malinowski’s diary (p. 112).13

I laugh at him, but he was really working things through in his own life and this shows it.

But I use him nevertheless, perhaps a little ruthlessly, in Lograire.

Nothing against him: it is a certain kind of mentality, pre-war European, etc. in confrontation with Cargo (in my poem).

“To get up, to walk around, to look for what is hidden around the corner—all this is merely to run away from oneself, to exchange one person for another” (p. 115). Good!

February 29, 1968

Bleak leap-year extra day. Black, with a few snowflakes, like yesterday (Ash Wednesday) when no snow stayed on the ground but there was sleet and the rain-buckets nearly filled. All the grass is white with, not snow, death.

 

Tried some books. Carlos Fuentes’ Change of Skin, new, from Farrar, Straus & Giroux—starts out lovely, fuzzy, but doesn’t hold me. I guess it is a good job but it doesn’t hold me. What do I care about those people?

Very good, though, the new Robert Duncan, Bending the Bow, from New Directions, with a fine terse, complex introduction, putting it all in a setting—and also a great poem on Christ in the Garden—like Rilke.

Also, the new Gary Snyder—strong, clear, definite poetry, a man of solid experience. No faking.

David Ignatow—a good poet but describing a person that stands between himself and life—and on which sometimes are projected rimal murders. He screams. The screams are unreal (Rescue the Dead). I notice in the poems of Vassar girls a hell of a lot of death wish.

 

Maybe I am losing all my friends by failure to answer about Monks Pond. Have I written to Russell Edson? He sent fine stuff. I must tell him so finally. Good things yesterday from Anselm Hollo, translations of Klee and a poem of his own. Must write Jonathan Greene, Wendell Berry, etc. etc. Will try to get the second number lined up today. First is stalled in Cassian’s printshop. Liturgy choking every press.

 

Wrote “The Smdy of Zen” Tuesday and yesterday for the N[ew] D[irecrions] Zen book which I think is now finished.14

 

Snowflakes meet on the pages of the Breviary. Empty belly “…et flagella tuae iracundiae, quae pro perratis nostris meremur, averte […and turn away the scourges of your anger, which we deserve for our sins]” (Prayer of the day). Ezechias. Centurion. Down in the monastery they now have English vigils. I cling to the Latin. I need the continuity!


March 4, 1968

Still unusually cold—about 20 (7 a.m.) but the days have been bright (not completely warm) with the unmistakable brightness of spring.

Friday (March 1st) I went down to help get together the pages of the first issue of Monks Pond.

 

Then a disturbing and curious incident. I met Bro. Benedict who was on his way up to get me. Some woman had come unannounced from California claiming she had to see me. Against my better judgment I consented to do so. An attractive, poised person, in some way intriguing, with guarded statements about time cycles, the apocalypse, or coming crisis, a mission. All that. Well, I have no difficulty believing in a coming crisis! Things are very ominous indeed. And in many ways seemingly desperate. (Refusal of Johnson to consider anything but continuing to kill uselessly in Vietnam.)

Much of what she said was incredible; some of it may have had a basis of truth, but in general she adds up to a problem. She intends to stay here (not at the monastery, the Abbot refused her) in the neighborhood and continue “her work” in which I am supposed to have some mysterious part. It could turn into a trying and absurd situation. The Abbot thinks she is insane. I think she is at best deluded; and yet she seems to have something (perhaps I find her appealing). But I am afraid of the whole business—a great mess of false mysticism involving me, the Abbey, etc. It could be very tedious. How to deal with it? I’m trying to keep out of her way and she has not (as far as I know) tried to see me since Friday.

 

Finished Peter Lawrence on Cargo (chiefly Yali), and realize I have to try to get some of this on paper soon.

The other day (Saturday) I sent off the final ms. of Zen and the Birds Appetite to New Directions after writing “The Study of Zen” previously.

Parrish’s men have done no work here for two weeks.

March 7, 1968

Sagittarius rising. I said the Mass of St. Thomas Aquinas. Then made coffee and read a couple of privately circulated papers from the meeting in Chicago last November. Kathleen Aberle, James Boggs. Terribly clear! They seem to be among the few that know I can’t avoid this same kind of conclusion—but don’t know what to do.

 


Yesterday my crocuses finally began to appear. There has been a long dry spell now. Still no work on my new addition—and it would have been in good time for the big truck to get up here with cement.

 

Tuesday I had to go to Dr. Mitchell about bad knees. In the infirmary going to change clothes, I ran into Fr. Raymond [Flanagan] who started a furious argument with me. Apparently in U.S. Catholic, which I have not seen, there is not only my letter about the draft but a reprint of the Motive interview. Raymond (who is radical right) was livid about hoth. He started his usual rapid-fire series of accusations and misrepresentations. I told him he always twisted and distorted everything. He said he was going to write against me and “cut me to pieces.” I said this would make him look cheap. He said it would make him a hero (sic.’). I replied that I supposed that was what he wanted, etc. That kind of stupid blather.

When I, in a calmer moment, told him I thought he should express his opinions, he flew into a bigger rage. “What do you mean, opinions? It is not a matter of opinions but of truth.” I guess he has the charism of infallibility. Among other things he said he was going to prove I was an atheist. I guess in his theology anyone who doesn’t agree with him or accept his ideas without question is a godless communist.

Finally he left and I got into my black suit.

And then Bro. Camillus got into it, not arguing, just expressing his way of seeing things. (I) We ought to fight China. (2) We ought to have clobbered Russia at the time of the Hungarian revolution in ’56. (3) But we failed because we were afraid of the H. homb: “We did not want to make the necessary sacrifice” (sic). So it was purely an ascetic question—a matter of generosity with the lives of a few million people. And we failed!

This sick distortion of Christianity is deep in all the thinking of the war-makers. A perverse, death-loving, self-destructive theology of hate. And yet Camillus is a mild, rather dumb, harmless little guy! Probably the real trouble is that these people live in an entirely imaginary world. Raymond, however, has always been a bit paranoid. The man is pathetic. He is ultra conservative; no one will listen to him in the monastery. Even Bruce won’t accept his latest book. And he falls back on his secular friends and on the Prior, Anastasius, pouring out his woes to them. He has always detested me as an arrant-heretic. I feel sorry for him.

 


In Louisville: lunch with Fr. Ephrem Compte and an Anglican friend who was at Boquen [abbey] last summer. Then saw Fr. John Loftus in St. Anthony’s Hospital and Jim Wygal in the Baptist Hospital. Both have had heart attacks. “The Woman” has left and gone either to Louisville or Dayton. I have not seen her since Friday and am relieved she is away from the monastery.

March 8, 1968

Yesterday and today were two fine bright spring days and I took both afternoons off to meditate in the woods, Thursday—back by the waterhole in the woods where you used to go through to Hanekamps’ today in a place I had never been to before, a rocky, scrubby hollow across monks creek next to the old Linton place, near Fr. Flavian’s hermitage. I found a good rocky point with a strange view of the knobs and sat there in the sun, said Vespers, read a little Eckhart. It was great, and I am amazed I have not been doing more of it. What else, really, is there? I suppose for one thing I have been too anxious to answer letters and for another I have tried to keep up with articles, etc. I am asked to write—or get myself into writing. Mostly the afternoons are pretty occupied with mail, and that is a waste.

I really enjoyed being in the wild, silent spot where no one as yet goes. It is very much out of the way—and I am aware I will need an out-of-the-way place like that to hide in if too many people start coming to the hermitage on summer afternoons.

And really I am ready to let the writing go to the dogs if necessary, and to prefer this: which is what I really want and what I am here for.

 

This evening, Mother Francis Clare, Abbess of the Poor Clares in New Orleans, stopped by on her way to Boston. Problems of contemplative renewal in cloistered orders. Most of them are frantically clinging to the status quo—reformers are suspect. Yet she is looking for the right thing. The real contemplative life cannot be saved by clinging to baroque observances, grilles, veils, etc. I have no answers, for I have no experience of the problems of these nuns: but from what I hear, the problems are appalling. She is to speak at the meeting of Vicars for Religious and wants help. We are supposed to have another consultation before the meeting.

March 9, 1968

Back to Blake—after thirty years. I remember the profound overturning of the roots that took place in my study of him. And the same—even much more profound, is required.



And the Mills of Satan were separated into a moony Space

Among the rocks of Albions Temples, and Satans Druid sons

Offer the Human Victims throughout all the Earth, and Albions

Dread Tomb immortal on his Rock, overshadowed the whole Earth:

Where Satan making to himself Laws from his own identity,

Compell’d others to serve him in mortal gratitude & submission

Being call’d God: setting himself above all that is called God.

And all the Spectres of the Dead calling themselves Sons of God

In his Synagogues worship Satan under the Unutterable Name.



Tht: thing that is terrifying about this is that it is true. The fiendish, di-vidt:d, fanaticism which issues in bloodthirsty moral indignation everywhere—in the religious and irreligious, the priest and anti-priest, the war hawk and the pacifist. At times one gets horrible flashes of it—here in the monastery as well, in the twistedness, the forbidding, tense rigorism or the drive to “produce” something. And it is also in myself. This is the real “original sin” and its traces are in us together with grace. How to be entirely open to grace? Not with this idolatry.


And it was enquir’d: Why in a Great Solemn Assembly

The Innocent should be condem’d for the Guilty?

(Milton I)



And Leutha’s plea for Satan—how deep!

 

I think Blake would be my desert-island book now. I must get into it—and be on my desert-island alone with the mercy.

March 11, 1968

It is gray and cold again, but there have been warm spring days and spring is now irreversible. The crocuses are bunched together in the cold wet grass. I saw my Towhee in the bushes the other day—silent—but today I heard him, and his discreet, questioning chirp, in the rose hedge. There is a solitary mocking bird, apparently with no mate, that patrols the whole length of the rose hedge and tries to keep every other bird from resting there.

 

Saturday there was rain at last—after a month or so—and at night, with the rain softly falling, a frog began singing in the waterhole behind the hermitage. Now it sounds as if there are half a dozen of them there, singing their interminable spring celebration.


 

Attacks on me in the correspondence column of The Record for supporting Mulloy in his conscientious objection. Apparently he is thought to be a real red. I very much doubt it. But the country is very tense now. The war is going badly. The Viet Cong are getting into the cities. Khe Sanh is a big threat. Many more people are being drafted. We are on the way to general mobilization. Johnson says he isn’t going to be the first President to lose a war. So a few more thousands of people have to die to save face for him.

 

I took a couple of notebooks out to the woods and went through my notes on L’Étranger [The Stranger]. Then on the way back, ran into two brothers with a truck and got them to transport three little beech trees I transplanted. Was late having supper, and tired. Will be late going to bed.

March 12, 1968

I wrote the first draft of an article on The Stranger this morning. In the afternoon I transplanted a few small pine trees, but it started raining again and I came in to write some letters. Dan Walsh says that in the Senate, Sen. Morse produce,d evidence that the “Pueblo affair” was something inspired by Washington itself. More and more, Johnson appears to be a completely unscrupulous and untrustworthy operator. Dan says he is not likely to he re-elected but I am not so sure. Rockefeller may get the Republican nomination, in which case there will be at least a choice—though not much of one. I don’t know what will be happening in December when the AIM meeting is supposed to be in Bangkok. Maybe all SE Asia will be in a war—or maybe it will be everywhere!

 

This evening I had some Rice-a-roni for supper and read a very lively interview with Stravinsky in New York Review which, for some reason, cheered me up considerably. Just the encouragement of having a civilized man around—still! And it was very witty. Then I turned to the Catholic Worker and read some of the letters and a story about two girls trying to help a drunk. When I looked up, out the window, it was snowing again.

March 14, 1968

Cold again. The nights are freezing-down in the twenties. Hard frost in the mornings, buckets solid ice. But the cold is different. The sun comes up bright, and the other morning there was spring birdsong even in the snow. I must admit the frogs are silenced until the noon sun melts the ice. Then they sing in the afternoon.

My solitude is radically changing. I no longer take it for granted that the afternoon is for writing—just because that was the way it had to be in community. Why not early morning? Then in the afternoon I am free to go out to the woods—and it gets me away from the hermitage at a time when people might be tempted just to “drop in” (as Fr. Tim Hogan did with Malcolm Boyd, and others have from time to time).

Yesterday afternoon again, in bright sun and cold wind, I took off for the East Farm (Linton’s) and discovered a pond I had never seen. It was in the hollow over on the SE comer of the farm where the low cedars are—and I had not been there for well over 10 years. Maybe 12 years, even. Anyway, this was a warm, quiet, out-of-the-way corner, lots of rocks, a steep dip, a small artificial pond half full of bullrushes—probably the one Fr. John of the Cross used to go swimming in when it was more clear. I stayed quiet in the sun there for along time. Small clouds high above the bare trees. Sun on the pale green water. Warmth. Peace. A most fruitful afternoon. And I came back out into the cold wind on the high fields wondering why I wasted my afternoons writing letters. Of course, I have to—and I have to write some now. They will continue to be letters of refusal. Every week now I refuse two or three invitations to meetings and conferences—important ones—but I do not think I can get mixed up in them or that there is any point in so doing. Fr. Flavian would probably let me go if I insisted-but I am not going to insist. Still question about Bangkok. This I should go to—Dom Leclercq is a good judge of such things. Fr. Flavian is still not definite about it. But will Bangkok be a place one can get to, this December? Or will the whole place be up in flames?

 

Ever increasing frenzy, tension, explosiveness of this country. You feel it in the monastery with people like Raymond. In the priesthood with so many upset, one way or another, and so many leaving. So many just cracking up, falling apart. People in Detroit buying guns. Groups of vigilantes being formed to shoot Negroes. Louisville is a violent place, too. Letters in U.S. Catholic about the war article—some of the shrillest came from Louisville. This is a really mad country, and an explosion of the madness is inevitable. The only question—can it somehow be less bad than one anticipates? Total chaos is quite possible, though I don’t anticipate that. But the fears, frustrations, hatreds, irrationalities, hysterias, are all there and all powerful enough to blow everything wide open. One feels that they want violence. It is preferable to the uncertainty of “waiting.”

March 15, 1968

“Parents! Don’t let your teenagers waste their time and energies in worthless and dangerous pleasures…. Give them a stimulating interest in life,…give them an opportunity to make a million dollars in the Stock Market…The Teenagers’ Guide to the Stockmarket—$3.45…. Other Library of Wall Street Books: How to Read the Wall Street Journal for Pleasure and Profit…etc.”

 

Even better—a newspaper clipping on an undertaker in Atlanta: he has “adapted the drive-in-window for busy persons to drive by and view a deceased friend without leaving their car.

“…having five windows in a row built as an extension to his Funeral Home. Each window is six feet long and will contain a body in its coffin….”

“So many people want to come by and see the remains of a relative or friend…but they just don’t have time. This way they can drive by and just keep on going.”

“The deceased will be lying in a lighted window, sort of tilted to the front, so they can conveniently be seen,” he added.

“It’s purely imagination,” he said. “I dreamed it one night.”

“Another thing,” he noted, “people won’t have to dress up to view the remains.”

Curiosity seekers?

“We expect these, but we think they will eventually tire.”

Each window will contain a name plaque and each will have wall-to-wall carpeting and drapes.

Ah! The wisdom of dreams!

 

More attacks in The Record. A devout Catholic is burning my books. 1 must be godless, as I wish to save lives rather than kill Commies for Christ.

 

Saw Fr. [indecipherable] from Minnesota yesterday. He distributed a pamphlet to 800 high-school seniors in his town, telling them to resist the draft. A very honest, simple guy. He “wonders about his future.”

 


Went out again to my small west pond and did some Zen. It was right. When I came back, I saw two cars waiting by my gate. I hid in the cedars until three priests appeared, disappointed. They drove off, and I returned to the hermitage.

March 16, 1968

Warmer. Rain in the night. Frogs again. At first the waterhole—(four feet long at most) had one frog or two. Now they are a small nation, loud in the night. The innocent nation, chanting blissfully in praise of the spring rain. Last evening I pruned a few little trees—including the beeches I had planted.

 

Today I have to go down to see Fr. Vernon Robertson, who evidently wants to get me involved in something—and I will try not to. He has been pestering me to come to Louisville to give a talk at Bellarmine. And this is confirming me in my resolution to keep out of all that.

Almost every day I have to write a letter to someone refusing an invitation to attend a conference, or a workshop, or to give talks on the contemplative life, or poetry, etc. I can see more and more clearly how for me this would be a sheer waste, a Pascalian diversion, participation in a common delusion. (For others, no: they have the grace and mission to go around talking.) For me what matters is silence, meditation—and writing: but writing is secondary. To willingly and deliberately abandon this to go out and talk would be stupidity—for me. And for others, retirement into my kind of solitude would be equally stupid. They could not do it—and I could not do what they do.

March 20, 1968

In the last couple of days Parrish’s men have been back, raised the walls of the chapel wing, which is very small but adds a lot to the hermitage both inside and out—gives it a more interesting shape outside—more of a “line.” And, inside, gives it a whole new feeling—a new dimension of space with the SW window of the kitchen transformed into a door going somewhere. And I realized that this was what the house has been needing.

The floor has not been poured yet because the plumbers had not put the pipe in yet. (Yesterday Br. Martin and Bob M. began with that.) ’Iaday it may rain and the concrete mixer might not be able to get here.

 


Abbots are beginning to arrive for Dom Flavian’s blessing which is tomorrow. Yesterday I had a talk with Dom Edward of Berryville, former Superior of the Spencer foundation in Chile. A nice fellow—is from South Africa. Fairly progressive. We walked down the back road and out into the bottoms and returned. Nothing really new was said. The usual questions: new liturgy, communication, community, friendships, trouble with Rome, Antoniutti, new Delegate, etc. These are things in which Abbots and monks are all very much involved and yet I can’t see much in them that is of decisive importance or even real newness. Mostly a matter of catching up with things that needed to be done years ago—but couldn’t.

The same applies to the contemplative communities of nuns. Three Superiors were here Monday. Mother Francis of the New Orleans Poor Clares, Mother Philomena of the Chicago Poor Clares and Mother Jane of the Carmel in Jackson, Mississippi.

 

I am not sure it was a good idea to make those tapes last year—the “thinking out loud” ones for the various groups of sisters. Well—not a bad idea either. Perhaps they were some use. But seeing the transcripts I have been sobered and jolted. The result is an appalling, semi-articulate mish-mash of sentences that don’t end, or vanish in mid air, of cliches, idiot colloquialisms, vague suppositions, intuitions that don’t get anywhere, feeble humor, etc. It is good to see how bad this kind of thing can get. How sloppy, how untrue to my real thinking in many ways. Mere disorganized spontaneity is not enough. At one point I found myself sounding like Timothy Leary!

 

Incredible things in the news. New laws (in New York) permitting police to shoot to kill if they even suspect someone might be carrying a weapon, or if they resist arrest! Rumors of prison camps being prepared for the summer rioters (probably with some basis of truth). Utter corruption and hopelessness of South Vietnam, where the Americans are really being beaten—but where they may resort to tactical nuclear weapons. A sudden (late) awakening of Congress to the gravity of the situation, the lies they have believed (Tonkin Gulf incident, Pueblo incident), the mistakes they have made. Even the general public is perhaps beginning to get some idea of the enormity of the wrong that has been done by the Johnson administration. The country itself is almost on the verge of an economic crisis. One gets the sense that suddenly everyone—including business (Wall Street Journal, etc.)—is waking up and trying to prevent a disaster before it is too late.


I have never had such a feeling of the strange madness that possesses this country. And yet there is still some hope—based not on reason but on a basic good will and a luck that might still hold. Or is there a basic good will? Has it all been mortgaged to a police state? Are we already there? We may be!

 

The red sun came up under a shaggy horn of blood and purple cloud and has now disappeared.

March 21, 1968. St. Benedict

Rain for two days. The carpenters got some of the frame for the roof on yesterday, but were much interrupted by rain. At night I awoke with the rain beating down heavily and wondered if the foundation were flooded, and if it would overflow into the kitchen. There was no way of seeing, without going out into the downpour. But it worried me and I lay awake awhile, listening to the frogs.

 

Today—the Abbatial Blessing. Dom Flavian looked happy, and there were many abbots around. I got out fast so as not to get involved with them. Dom James preached—the same sermon he preached for twenty years here—against “activism”—only with much more emotional intensity. He was all worked up. Probably because of that recent NCR article which I haven’t seen.

Before the Mass I spoke to Archbishop McDonough, who was very cordial, as usual, and gave me permission to have the Blessed Sacrament reserved when my chapel is finished. But Bishop Maloney looked at me as if he thought I was going to toss a Molotov cocktail into the Cathedral.

 

This afternoon, because of the rain, no workmen came, and I took advantage of the quiet to write my review of the Arasteh book, Final Integration, which I found excellent. A very warm and good letter came from Walter Weisskopf, about my reply to his article in ICIS. I was moved by his letter. He worries much as I do, and is not an optimist àla [Herbert] Marcuse. Neither am I.

March 22, 1968

More than twelve hours of snow. A real blizzard, sometimes blinding to be out in. One of the heaviest snows I have ever seen here—though it was wet and a lot of it melted. Otherwise it would have been much deeper. But when I went out after supper it was almost up to my knees—deeper in places. During supper two tall pines out in front of the hermitage crashed down due to the weight of icy snow on them, and the dark woods rang from time to time with ominous cracks and crashes. I have hesitated to go to bed—and am sitting up waiting for the storm to let up. I think it is calming down now—or the snow is turning to fine, small rain.

 

A fantastic fact. China has 750 million people half of whom are under thirty. Can we begin to grasp something of what that means? That this is not necessarily our world? But for some Americans this simple fact may prove an irresistible temptation to genocide. The horror of it!

March 23, 1968

A strange and difficult night. Snow continued to fall most of the night and I could hear the big pines hanging over the house and cracking with their load. I slept with all my clothes on, coat and shoes, in case my bedroom should suddenly be filled with snowy branches and pieces of the roof.

Got up frequently and went out on to the porch, into the clouds of cold, blowing snow. Then back to bed and to strange dreams.

This morning there are a few clouds left, but it is clear, freezing, and the old moon rides up there in the clear. A flight of excited starlings passes in front of the moon.


And Anitharmon named the Female, Jerusalem the holy

Wond’ring she saw the Lamb of God within Veil

The divine Vision seen within the inmost recess

Of fair Jerusalem’s bosom in a gently beaming fire

Blake, Four Zoas {“Night the Eighth”}



March 26, 1968

Sun bright and warm on Sunday and Monday has nevertheless not melted all the snow. The woods are a shambles. Fallen and uprooted pines everywhere. But anyway, two good afternoons of sun—one over on Linton’s, in the desolate brushy area that looks toward Boone’s, the other at the hidden pond: standing in rubber boots in the water of the spillway with the current tugging gently at my feet.

Mother Philomena of the Chicago Poor Clares, and six of the nuns, were here yesterday. I had a brief visit with them. They go to their new convent April 1.

 


This morning I tried to read some Karl Rahner. Heavy, plodding, uninteresting stuff. Probably there’s a point in it somewhere later, something important. But he is trying to convince theologians and bishops, and I am neither. Why bother reading him? (Though I have in the past liked some of his stuff, viz. “The Dynamic Element in the Church.”)

 

And then Hugo Rahner. I have read bits of a new book (Theology of Proclamation). But I come to this:

“Through the historical visibility of the Papacy our faith must experience the divinity of the Church and seek it with anxious love…. Loving faith will discover there hidden divinity…surrendered to the human element. Only in this most bitter visibility does the invisible become comprehensible.”15

Quite apart from the Church doctrine on the Papacy—the tone of the statement, the manner, the resonances, make me impatient and suspicious. Most of the time I don’t bother about the Papacy one way or another. I accept it and hope for the best. This kind of writing tempts me to active questioning and to doubt. So anyone who does not experience the invisible divinity by looking at Pope Paul is a “gnostic”? Especially if he claims to experience the presence of God somewhere else—in his own heart for example? How can I believe this does not reflect in Rahner an unconscious bad faith, bred of his Jesuit hangups? A willful effort to convince himself? And to use me to help him do it!

The kenoticism of Altizer seems to me more open and more honest. (The Blake book.)16

But is this whole kenotic thing too much of a mannerism?

 

I obey Church authority because I trust God to bring good out of their errors as well as out of their good will. Because we are all sinners anyway, all subject to error, and because if we deal charitably and humbly with one another, the Spirit will take care of the rest. But there is such a thing as an idolatry of office, and I don’t yet believe the Pope is another incarnation!


March 28, 1968

Sr. Luke, back from the meeting of Vicars for Religious in Detroit, and soon off to Rome to fight the Curia for American nuns (in the storm over the IHMs [Immaculate Heart of Mary Sisters] and Cardinal McIntyre) came over today. We (she and I and another Sister) went for a walk up the road toward the firetower, got a ride in the forester’s truck, climbed the tower, and had a good afternoon. She said Mother Jane and Mother Francis did well at the Vicars’ meeting. (Re: meetings of contemplative Superiors.)

 

A stupid problem has arisen with Robert Williams, the Negro singer, about the Freedom Songs I wrote at his request and gave him two or three years ago. He never got anywhere with them. He showed them to [Alexander] Peloquin, and Peloquin wanted to compose and produce them with someone else. And I guess that has been the source of the trouble. I have not been too clear about what has happened—whether Williams transferred the rights to Peloquin or not. Peloquin wants to produce them at this year’s Liturgical Conference, asked if I objected. I said “no” as long as it was all right with Williams. Williams seemed to have no objection at first, then a day later came through with a virulent letter calling me an un-Christian traitor, etc. Now the atmosphere is heavy with threats and accusations. Probably the real trouble is with Peloquin, but Williams has been too confused and unrealistic about it too. And very masochistic. I suppose that’s easy to say!

Then on top of all that, today a curious letter came from “The Woman of the Apocalypse.” Quite imaginative and colorful and “apocalyptic”: how not? It seems part of her mission includes “marriage”—and I am not sure how intimately this is supposed to concern me. She accuses me of being afraid. Yes, I am. How much of this wild stuff am I going to have to contend with? When you add up the people who send in bizarre prophetic or “metaphysical” books—letters, accusations, petitions, suggestions…Most of which I no longer even read. That includes a multitude of good and even excellent “causes.” Being a writer has its hazards.

 

Worked a little with the new Canon FX John Griffin17 had lent me—a marvelous apparatus. I think it is going to be very good.

 


Yesterday I killed three spiders, two in the hermitage, and one in the jakes, because all looked like the poisonous kind (Brown recluses). I am pretty sure they were, and am taking no chances.

 

A very good talk for a couple of hours with Winston King yesterday. He is a good person to know—well up on his Buddhism and I think deeply interested in meditation. He spoke of Shibuyama Roshi (whom I would like to meet), and others. Lent me some copies of Psycholofia with good stuff in them—I enjoyed a couple of articles on Monta therapy this morning.

 

The concrete mixer has still not got up my hill. The wing is roofed but has no floor, and consequently nothing has been done on the inside.

 

The mockingbird who has policed the rose-fence all winter now has a mate (who came out of nowhere). He sings so sweetly, and does not chase the cardinals. They are nesting in the rose-bushes of the fence.

Two wild ducks went by fast in the evening when I was saying Compline. Only two! The sky should have been dark with them!

March 30, 1968

Dogs barking in the dark woods. The east sky streaked with blue and orange, pale dawn.

I have given up on Hugo Rahner’s Theology of Prodamation and on Skinner’s Walden Two—I see the “importance” of the latter but it bores me. I forget the dozen other books I have given up on lately. But last evening I was reading The Essential Lenny Bruce and almost blew my mind. Completely gone in laughter, the kind that doubles you up and almost makes you roll on the floor. Surely that is some indication of the healthiness, and sanity of this satire which so many people regarded as “obscene.” In reality, it is much more pure than the sinister doubletalk of the “moral” murderers and cops. Lenny Bruce was one of the few who were really clean.

 

Yesterday, hot spring afternoon, the plumbers fixed up the pipes in the new addition so the floor could finally be poured. I cut down some of the (hundreds of) small pines that were bent down to the ground in the blizzard and can’t recover. Freddy Hicks is to cut up the big ones and take away saw-logs from them. He was here saying he would vote for Bobby Kennedy. A lot of people would, I think, if he got the nomination. It might be harder for him to get nominated than elected. The power of the Johnson machine. In spite of the noise of the war hawks I think the majority of people in this country are utterly sick of Johnson and recognize his falsity.

 

Five books on (one by) Joyce arrived for review, for the Sewanee [Review] Plenty of time. They don’t need it until November.

 

Dom Flavian was talking yesterday about perhaps taking me to the General Chapter as translator—after which I might go to Tilburg in Holland, where I have been invited, etc. But the prospect does not appeal to me in the least. Still, I told him that though I didn’t particularly want to go I would do so if he thought fit.

April 6, 1968

I have a week to write about, and one of the more turbulent ones in my quiet life. Passion Week of 1968—including the Saturday before it. That was a beautiful day, peaceful in the morning. Then I went down and had lunch with Maurice Lavanoux and William Schickel…and some of the monks. Peaceful enough. M. Lavanoux had come to see the Church, and liked it. A pleasant lunch and good conversation.

After that I went out to the Gatehouse where four college girls from St. Louis were waiting for me. We were supposed to do a tape interview for a magazine at Washington University. But their tape recorder broke down, and wouldn’t work in the Gatehouse. So I took them up to the hermitage to record on mine.

It turned out Freddy Hicks was outside with a couple of shaggy boys cutting up and removing the pine trees that came down in the storm the other day. So chainsaws were on the tape, too, but not too loud I think. As we made the tape we drank beer. Sue 5., the girl who was promoting most of it, was very intense, asked a lot of leading questions on fashionable topics—pre-marital sex, etc. And we finished the tape in good style and decided to go over to Bardstown to Hawk’s place [Hawk Rogers’s restaurant] for steaks, and I got a bottle of bourbon and we made a night of it. In the end I took them over to Thompson Willett’s and we drank some more whiskey. By the time we were going home Sue was drunk and lit into me hysterically for agreeing (politely—in order not to argue) with T.W.’s conservative opinions.

Then, after a haunted sort of night in which I barely slept, went down to the monastery in the rain—brief conversation with John Ford who was on a weekend retreat, then off in the rain to Bardstown with the girls to say Mass in the house of Beatrice Rogers since I had promised her to do so the evening before.

That part of it was good. The Rogers are a Negro family and Beatrice works at Willetts’ as well as at Hawk’s—and I am fond of her and her husband. The mass was fine and so was the breakfast after—a true ecclesial experience, much peace, everyone getting along, the girls, the Willetts’ etc. It was a real grace, though I had no permission…Still, in post-conciliar liberty I thought” OK—this is what I do.”

Then the girls drove off to St. Louis in the rain and I came back to the hermitage, prepared a conference for the novices on Cassian and went down to give it.

But I remained upset about Sue, her attack, her neurosis, her mini-skirt, buxomness, etc., etc. Obviously the two of us could get in a lot of trouble and make each other thoroughly miserable. I must take care.

Later in the week she called Fr. Jim Gannon, a former monk and student of mine who was in her home parish in Akron and gave him a glowing account of her visit to me. He wrote me a troubled letter saying I was preaching heresy, etc., etc. So that is the way the whole thing is: crazy, neurotic, absurd. The other girls were quieter, sweeter, all good kids: but I felt it was perhaps a mistake to get involved with them. Except for that Mass at Beatrice’s: and that was good. I’ll never forget it. That was Passion Sunday.

 

Morning—news came through about Johnson’s announcement that he would not run for President—that the country was dangerously divided by dissensions. That he felt he must sacrifice himself to settle the Vietnam War. And he stopped the bombing in North Viemam. The feeling of relief was tremendous. But the next day Dan Walsh, who has a lot of inside knowledge of the Democratic Party, told me it was all a ruse, that the plan is for Johnson eventually to be “drafted” again at the convention and this is a way of circumventing Bobby Kennedy. That was depressing.

 

Monday I wrote my preface to Richard Chi’s book on Shen Hui—the first draft. Went over it Tuesday and gave it to Fr. Hilarion for typing. And I began reading the Joyce books I have to review. It was exciting to get back in touch with Joyce after all these years.

 

.Tuesday-quiet. I went for a walk on the old Linton farm, in the orchard over there. Some wild cherry trees in bloom in the woods on the edge of it. Looked down through the thicket at Fr. Flavian’s hermitage. Wished my hermitage were over on that part of the property which is more inaccessible. Women can’t get to it as the only road there goes through the enclosure. But I suppose if I were there I’d have them drive around to the Tobacco barn and then walk through the fields! Why do I always end up with women? (Friday, when I spoke to the Abbot—Fr. Flavian—he was saying: “Maybe you ought to change your hermitage to a different place.” I wish I could. But would it really help? And would it be right or reasonable to build a new one? The only alternative would be to move into his, and I don’t particularly like it. Maybe he’d like mine, as being more convenient!)

 

Fr. Flavian told me that Dom James in his hermitage is writing many voluminous letters, including a seven-page Easter circular. This made me laugh like crazy since Dom James was always preaching so furiously against letter-writing. And his letters have to be dictated on a dictaphone and typed by (his former) secretaries.

 

Wednesday—also quiet. Read a bit on Joyce, with some letters. (I have never preached against letter-writing, and my correspondence is a pain in the ass.)

 

Wednesday evening Donald Allchin arrived (late) with a seminarian from General Theological Seminary, N.Y. Thursday we had planned to drive to Shakertown and did in fact do so. But when I got up Thursday it was raining in torrents and the rain continued all day. Apparently it was the end of a tornado that had hit Arkansas and Tennessee. We started out nevertheless, and got to Pleasant Hill, walked from building to building in pelting rain. The restaurant wasn’t open and we went to the Imperial House in Lexington. Then when the seminarian went off to the U.K. to hunt up a long lost cousin, Donald and I sat in Gene Meatyard’s shop. After that we stopped briefly at Carolyn Hammer’s and went to a place called Lum’s for supper. By then it was evening.

Lum’s was a curious sort of goldfish-bowl glass place out in a flat suburb near a railway viaduct. Serves all kinds of beer—we drank Carlson’s (Danish). The TV was on for the news. Some tanks plowed around in Vietnam, then Martin Luther King appeared-talking the previous night in Memphis. I was impressed by his tenseness and strength. A sort of vague visual, auditory impression. At almost that very moment he was being killed. We left, and right away on the car radio came the news that he had been shot and had been taken to the hospital in a “critical condition.” Later, long before we were in Bardstown, it was announced he was dead.

So then we decided to go to Hawk’s, and there we sat for two or three hours talking to Hawk in an empty section of the place (a party was going on in the other section). It was a moving and sad experience. Got home late again (about 11:30) and again slept little—barely two hours.

 

Lum’s in Lexington. Red gloves, Japanese lights. Beer list. Bottles slipped over counter. Red waistcoats of Kentucky boy waiters. Girl at cashier desk the kind of thin, waitlike blonde I get attracted to. Long talk with her getting directions on how to get to Bluegrass Parkway. While we were eating a long, long freight train went by, cars on high embankment silhouetted against a sort of ragged, vapor sunset. A livid light between clouds. And over there a TV with now (after the excitement of M. L. King) the jovial man in South Africa who just had the first successful heart transplant. He said he had been down to the beach to “get a little ozone.” Didn’t sound English, didn’t sound anything. His smile looked fixed, wax. But he was real. He had an African Negro’s heart in him, beating along. They asked him if he felt any different towards his wife and I really fell off my chair laughing. No one else could figure out what was funny.

When I was in Lum’s I was dutifully thinking, “Here is the world.” Red gloves, beer, freight trains. The man and child. The girls at the next table, defensive, vague, aloof. One felt the place was full of more or less miserable people. Yet think of it: all the best beers in the world were at their disposal and the place was a good idea. And the freight train was going by, going by, silhouetted against an ambiguous sunset.

 

So the murder of M. L. King—it lay on the top of the traveling car like an animal, a beast of the apocalypse. And it finally confirmed all the apprehensions—the feeling that 1968 is a beast of a year. That the things are finally, inexorably, spelling themselves out. Why? Are things happening because people in desperation want them to happen? Or do they have to happen? Is the human race self-destructive? Is the Christian message of love a pitiful delusion? Or must one just “love” in an impossible situation? And what sense can possibly be made by an authoritarian Church that comes out 100 years late with its official pronouncements?

 

Rainy night. Big, columned Baptist churches. Highway with huge lights and wrong turns. Radio. Nashville. Louisville. Indianapolis. Jazz, news, ads. M. L. King gradually coming dear through all the rock ’n’ roll as definitively dead. And southerners probably celebrating, and Negroes getting ready to tear everything apart.

 

Hawk with his arm around me saying “This is my boy, this is my friend.” Beatrice asking me to do the Rogers coat-of-arms for her hallway. I could cry.

“Did you get all those girls straightened out?” said Hawk!

 

Today was peaceful. The sun finally came out after dinner. I went out to the woods, read some Rene Char in view of the translation I am to do for Unicorn Press. Was by the remote little pond deep in the knobs. Silence. Aloneness. Sun. Feet on crumbling shale. I took my shirt off and got the sun on my shoulders-together with a fairly cold breeze. Bro. Benedict made me a sign that Negroes were rioting in fifteen cities.

 

Yesterday I wrote a letter to Mrs. King and sent it via June Yungblut. June had written a letter Wednesday from Atlanta—a curiously sensitive and prophetic letter: (she and John had been urging M. L. King to make a retreat here).

“Martin is going to Memphis today…. He won’t be back until the weekend so John won’t see him (i.e. about the retreat) until next week. I hope both he and Nhat Ranh will soon go to Gethsemani…. If Martin had taken a period there he might have had the wisdom in repose to stay out of Memphis in the first place, and it was a mistake to go there. He had done no preparation and came in cold to a hot situation where the young militants had him just where they wanted him…. If there is violence today Memphis will be to King what Cuba was to Kennedy…. If Memphis is to be Martin’s Jerusalem instead of Washington, how ironical that it is primarily a nightclub for Mississippi which is dry wherein the crucifixion may take place and that the Sanhedrin will be composed of Negro militants.”

And after that, maybe, the deluge.

April 9, 1968. Tuesday in Holy Week

More rain yesterday. This morning, a fresh, marvelous spring morning, clear pre-dawn, mist hanging low in the next field, coming right up to the rose-hedge. Trees beyond the field stand clear over the mist, against the red streaks of the East. The air and wet woods ringing with a din of birds, mad song of a mockingbird in the nest, cardinals, wrens, and the solemn drums of a big woodpecker.


 

Palm Sunday was rainy. Talked with three young men from the Hough (ghetto) area in Cleveland where they are “living like monks,” one white, two Negro—the latter seeming very solid and alive and interested in meditation. They said Hough was peaceful. But there were very serious riots in Chicago, Washington, elsewhere. The funeral of M. L. King is today. June wrote again, about the calm and heroism of Coretta King. John Howard Griffin—a shocked note from a Motel in Utica “when will they also shoot the rest of us?”

 

Yesterday—in Louisville—Alex Peloquin came down from Boston and played his setting he has done of my Four Freedom Songs-this was at O’Callaghans’. The songs were good, tough, would make a good TV show (Belafonte, possibly??) They were to have been first presented at the Liturgical Conference at which M. L. King was to have been present.

 

Still no more work on the wing of my building. Maybe today?

April 14, 1968. Easter Sunday

The last three days of Holy Week were beautiful, brilliant days. The finest of all the spring. My redbuds are in bloom and the apple trees are in full bloom down by the monastery beehives. It was wonderful today walking under their great dim clouds full of booming bees.

Parrish’s men poured the floor of my chapel Holy Thursday and put tar on the roof Good Friday. Now the inner wall needs to be finished and the room has to be painted.

Holy Thursday afternoon I rode over to see Dom James’s hermitage which is nearly finished. It is a curious place, and there are many things I would not like about it. But they have taken a lot of trouble with it—and it has built-in air-conditioning…

 

As I was coming back to the hermitage from the monastery after dinner, a deer, a big doe, flew down the field in the bottoms head up, white-flag of tail erect, passing in front of me barely fifty yards away.

 

Last week I finished my review of Altizer’s book on Blake for The Sewanee Review. The second issue of Monks Pond is in the works. I keep getting good  letters about the first one. Must now write my essay on “War and the Crisis of Meaning” which I have been preparing for a long time.

 

It is a delight to be in the Easter Office again—almost unbelievable, the first day or two, each year. It is Easter! The Alleluias are back, the short lesson from Hosea, etc.

April 16, 1968. Easter Tuesday

Easter Day, grey and stuffy, ended in thunderstorms while I was having supper (and reading the Confessions of Zeno). Yesterday was cool and clear, and today too, the same bright, sharp, cool dawn full of birdsong. Everything is breaking into leaf, the dogwoods are coming out, the flowers still greenish white (the one in the monastery yard is the first one to be fully white). Yesterday I went for a walk over to the distant little hidden pond on Linton’s farm and stood there a while in the sun. Came back to give a conference. Met Andy Boone, who stopped to give me his view on world affairs: “The Bible says the last shall be first” and so, he contends the colored people of the world will take over. Closer to home and of more immediate concern: “When the Niggers get through busting up the cities they’ll come out in the country and there’s plenty of white trash around that’ll join ’em.” Thus for Andy it’s a class war, not a race war, and he has identified himself with those the revolution is against. He advised me to get a radio—indeed even TV—so I’d know “when they was comin’.”

He assured me that a fire in Louisville was somehow connected with these apocalyptic events. “A big building-a big six-story building.” (It turned out to be a bar on Broadway.) Nothing to do with rioting. However, the riots after M. L. King’s death were widespread and a lot of information about them was withheld (in many cities no information about casualties, arrests, etc. was available).

April 18, 1968. Easter Thursday

There was a violent thunderstorm about midnight and it went on a long time. Big downpour. This morning, before dawn, misty moon, mist hanging low over the wet fields and bottoms, and a towhee waking in the hedge. Black wet trees against the clouds.

The workmen came yesterday again (after another interval), put up a bit of partition. I hope they will soon be finished. I planted a lot of bulbs that the novices dug up out of their garden and were going to throwaway: a bad time to transplant them! I hope a few will survive. The work hurt my back, and for some reason I felt extremely tired, unable to do anything. Lately I have noticed this tendency to fatigue, with pains in the chest: I wonder vaguely if I am building up to a heart attack. But examinations generally show my heart is in perfect condition, and I have no intention of worrying about it. Maybe I’ll get a check-up later this year when there’s more time.

 

Last evening at supper I finished Lenny Bruce. Sometimes he is really inspired—sometimes just dull. And, though he is in some sense a kind of “martyr” for honesty, yet I think his gospel of excess was delusive and self-destroying. That is the problem! Also read the last half of Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents—a truly prophetic book! A bit of Ibn Battuta, whose travels are sometimes marvelous. But I don’t read much these days.

 

Reading a good book by Nasr on Islam. And this afternoon, in the sun, out on the quiet bottom by the creek, began the Ashtavakra Gita—very much what I have been needing. This morning, in the mail, a mysterious telegram, probably not phoned in, asking me to meet someone tomorrow “where we were before.” At first could not identify the sender. It was from a suburb of St. Louis and I thought it might be one of the college girls, here a few weeks ago. Then it occurred to me that it must be the woman from California with the apocalyptic mission. Very embarrassing! A sort of clandestine meeting is suggested. I’ll leave a note for her at the Gatehouse, I think, explaining why this is entirely impossible.

All of which brings up the problem of real solitude: I don’t have it here. I am not really living as a hermit. I see too many people, have too much active work to do, the place is too noisy, too accessible. People are always coming up here, and I have been too slack about granting visits, interviews, etc., going to town too often, socializing, drinking, and all that. All I have is a certain privacy, but real solitude is less and less possible here. Everyone now knows where the hermitage is and in May I am going to the convent of the Redwoods in California. Once I start traveling around, what hope will there be?

In this morning’s mail was a letter from [Ernesto] Cardenal, asking me once again to come to Solentiname, assuring me the solitude is real there (and I certainly believe it is-there could hardly he a more hidden, more inaccessible place—an island on a tropical lake in Central America). I have to seriously think about this. At any rate, I ought to be able to spend a few weeks there some time (perhaps on the way to Chile, if I can get sent down there to “help out” temporarily). I really wish something could be worked out. My situation here is not really satisfactory. And moving to another part of the property is no real solution. At least I want to see what’s there on the island. It is certainly isolated. Only problem is I am getting old, might have a hard time adjusting to a tropical climate, diet, etc., and am very susceptible to dysentery.

But I honestly feel I may have to move somewhere else. Or make some pretty firm rearrangements here. As it is, I have a lot of people to see. Dom Damasus Winzen is supposed to be coming tomorrow. [W. H.] “Ping” Ferry next week. Carolyn [Hammer] was here today with Jonathan Greene, but her visits are brief, not too distracting and I think they fit my life all right. Ping, too. Wherever I go, some visits will be unavoidable. But here I have far too many, too much mail, etc., etc. Of course, things are so much better and quieter than when I was in the monastery, it is an immense improvement. But much more is needed and more discipline on my own part.

April 23, 1968

Sunday I went down late and did not concelebrate. Left a note for “the Woman” at the Gatehouse saying I could absolutely not see her, and went off to the other end of the farm—bright sun, green fields, dogwoods, black birds, quail—I felt a little guilty for being so negative but it was the only thing to do. In the evening—at my conference, talked about some poems of J. D. de Dadelsen whom I have just discovered. Good for this purpose. After supper, went over to the Guesthouse to see Dom Damasus Winzen and Br. David Steindl-Rast from Mt. Saviour. Br. David is the one who is at Columbia and studying Zen at the N.Y. Zenda. Spoke of Panikkar, of his idea of a Study Center for various religious (Hindu-Buddhist-Christian). The magazine Monastic Studies will probably expand to include articles by Buddhists, etc.

 

Yesterday (Monday) afternoon I had a long and good talk with Dom Damasus. Mostly about changes in the Church, the unsettled state of “the young ones,” the “loss of center” and of depth, etc. It was good to get his viewpoint: he is one of the few with a real monastic sense in this country. He does not seem at all optimistic about American monasticism and says Fr. Aelred, the Superior of Christ in the Desert, is almost in despair over it. Yet Christ in the Desert is one of the “best” places in the country. (I hope to see something of it on the way back from California.) Main point: the lack of any real depth in the monks—they are either immature or unsettled (and will leave) or they have “adjusted” by narrowing themselves down to some petty limits and restrictions they think they can “handle” so that in effect they live peacefully in little worlds of their own. I agreed with this. It is sad.

 

Yesterday one of the men came and put a coat of paint on the inside of the new wing. Today, nobody; nothing. They have been on this since February. It has taken them longer to build this wing than the whole rest of the house! The fault is probably that of the plumbers, who almost never show up at all. A small wing, 14 × 20, with two rooms in it-one a shower-toilet.

Friday, early, I wrote a response to an article by [Michael) Novak on “The Secular Saint” to be in the magazine of the Center at Santa Barbara. I had some doubts about writing it. More and more doubts about getting involved in this sort of opinion-mongering which is so fruitless.

 

While I was thinking up my response to Novak, full of strong breakfast coffee, there was a heavy thunderstorm and downpour of rain-before dawn. The day remained hot and stuffy. I find this kind of weather makes me more and more weary, and I seem to have trouble breathing. I called T.]. Smith, the allergist, about it and am supposed to see him Monday. All afternoon it was hot. Thunderheads piled up in the South, sun hid from time to time. About suppertime a storm passed by in the South but we only got a little of the edge of it. Now (7 p.m.) it is clear and cool. The last of the parade of distant thunderheads East over Tennessee an hour ago.

April 25, 1968

A beautiful spring day—one of those than which no more beautiful is possible. Everything green and cool (a light frost in the early morning). Bright sun, clear sky, almost everything now fully in leaf except that some of the oaks are still silver rather than green.

But I went down to the mail box and got terrible news. A rolled-up newspaper from New Zealand (I don’t know who sent it) tells of a shipwreck, a “giant ferry” sunk in the entrance to Wellington Harbor. All the pictures and headlines and then, on the last page, in the list of the dead: Agnes Gertrude Merton, 79, Christchurch.

Poor Aunt Kit! It happened April 10, two weeks ago, Wednesday in Holy Week. And no one had told me about it. I said Mass for her—the Mass of the Holy Cross.


Off and on, kept wondering if it were really true. Perhaps there was some mistake.

In the afternoon, the workmen were here. They finished painting, putting in doors. I did a minimum of necessary work and went out to mourn quietly, walking in the bottoms. The need to lament, to express and offer up sorrow and loss. Finally, after the workmen had gone, I sat down and read everything in the paper-a supplement of the Sunday Dominion-Times or whatever it is. It was awful. All kinds of doubletalk, covering complete mystery and confusion. No one really knows what happened. This ship was caught in a storm and though it had “the latest” in all equipment, nothing worked, much of the life-saving equipment was inadequate, the people were constantly reassured there was “no danger.” Then suddenly they had to abandon ship, life rafts capsized or were dashed against the rocks, etc. A frightful mess. And in the middle of it all, poor, sweet Aunt Kit, old and without strength to fight a cold, wild sea! I look at the sweater she knitted me to protect me against “the cold” and the whole thing is unbearable.

 

What can be said about such things? Nothing will do. Absurdity won’t. An awful sense that somehow it had to be this way because it was, and no one can say why, really. And yet “what did she ever do to deserve it?” Such a question does not make sense, and the God I believe in is not one who can be “blamed,” for it is he who suffers this incomprehensibility in me more than I do myself. But there is a stark absence of all relatedness between the quiet, gentle, unselfish courage of Aunt Kit’s life and this dreadful, violent death. What have these waves and currents to do with her?

In the end—one gets poetic and wonders if somehow they became “worthy” of her, but there is still no proportion—none whatever.

And, I suppose, that is what death really is for everyone. But it is usually made so comportable—so faked. When it is naked and terrible we remember what death really is.

Perhaps that is it: no faked death for Aunt Kit-the real thing, with face unveiled. But still it is not easy for love to bear it! Or even possible. May God grant her peace, light and rest in Christ. My poor dear.

And now winter comes to her little garden on Repton Street, and that is the end of it. It does not have another spring.

I had hoped, if I went to Bangkok, to visit her in December. I don’t know if I’ll go to visit the others—or even if! will go to Bangkok at all.

 


Meanwhile “the woman (??)” sent me one of her scrolls, in excellent Chinese characters—perhaps in her own blood—and cryptic messages translated. They add up to the information that I am not done with her (or was this someone else??).

 

The rest of the mail was good. Good letter from Anselm Hollo. I can use his [Pentti] Saarikoski translations in Monks Pond; better still from Richard Chi who likes my piece on Shen Hui. Yesterday I talked briefly to a Mary-knoll missionary who knows Dumoulin and Enomiye [Lasalle] in Japan.

April 30, 1968. (Tuesday)

Another bright, sunny morning. My chapel was finished Friday (Feast of Our Lady of Good Counsel). Worked late cleaning out, putting up the ikons, etc. and said Mass there Saturday morning, Sunday (II after Easter—Good Shepherd [Gospel]), etc. John H. Griffin was here Friday, briefly, talking of the wicked situation in the cities, has a theory of white extremists provoking violence, and it is certainly true that the people killed in riots are mostly black. We went to take pictures of the distillery and then he left with a fever (he is not supposed to walk around much).

My chapel is plain, bright, white-walled, bright warm red of ikons, simplicity, light, peace.

Makes a great difference having a chapel, a place for prayer only (oratorium hoc sit quod dictus [let the oratory be what its name implies]).18 The altar next to the fireplace and bookcase in the front room was never satisfactory—and gas heater popping and banging two feet away. So I am glad of the chapel, say most of the hours of the Office there, and this is good.

 

Sunday I said Mass here and did not go down to concelebration. Tried also to get caught up on letters. A fine, quiet, sunny morning. Spent several hours with Ping Ferry who came through Saturday having been in Berea. Had some sandwiches in the hermitage and then drove around taking pictures.

May 4, 1968. (Derby Day)

A lovely day—just like Derby Day two years ago. And another picnic—this time with John and Rena Niles and Bob and Hanna Shepherd. We ate our salads by the monuments (alias the Watts lowers), the old spires off the Church Steeple, set up in the woods. A very pleasant place. John filled the woods with shouts of Ber-tha-a-a! And I hoped no monks were around to hear him. He has set ten poems, from Emblems [of a Season of Fury], to music. Not all mine—some are my translations of Cortes and Cuadra. I’d like to hear them, and may perhaps some time in June.

 

Today the plumbers finished installing bathroom fixtures, but they don’t work yet—no septic tank. The white irises are beginning to bloom. The grass is deep and green.

 

Had a discussion yesterday with Fr. Flavian, who just returned from Chile, about the invitation to go to the meeting of the Superior Generals of Active Congregations of Nuns that are thinking of having “Houses of Prayer” (or communities where people can go for more or less long retreats). I don’t especially want to go, but they keep pressing, got a couple of bishops to support them. Even then, he doesn’t see it. To him it is only a nuisance and a distraction. He does not see it as something one might be concerned about. If I thought very strongly I ought to go, I guess I could: but I don’t want to override his own preference. I don’t know for sure if I could do any good. But it is strange, this almost complete insensitivity, on his part, to their real need.

 

However, I am supposed to leave Monday for California—the convent at Whitethorn—for a series of conferences and seminars or what have you—discussions. As the French say “with broken batons.” I am on the whole glad to be going and look forward to it. Even if they don’t get anything out of it, I probably will. One thing to talk about will be the curious question of the “contemplative mystique”—and its relation with the cloistered feminine mystique, the pure victim souls shut away from the world and praying for it. There is so much hokum in this idea! And yet we do have to be serious about solitude, discipline, prayer.

 

Got a new vaccine from the allergist. Don’t know if it will help. Some splendid poems of Anselm Hollo came in the mail.

 

This afternoon I cleaned up a bit, burned a big pile of brush and trash behind the hermitage—the cartons that the bathroom fixtures came in and a lot of other junk with pine branches brought down in the blizzard at the end of Lent. Tomorrow is already the III Sunday after Easter. “A little while and you shall see me, yet a little while and you shall not see me—because I go to the Father” [John 16:17]. Which reminds me that I got a lovely card from Nhat Hanh the other day—he must leave the country June 15 when his visa expires. Meanwhile the war goes on and Johnson’s peace gesture was obviously another phoney.
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Prelude

“I have written out of my own book which was opened in me.”

(Boehme)

“…And Palmers for to seke strange strondes.”

(Chaucer)

“Where are we really going? Always home.”

(Novalis)

“For our goal was not only the East or rather the East was not only a country and something geographical but it was the home and youth of the soul.”

(H. Hesse)

“Whether he lives a life of action or withdraws from the world, the ignorant man does not find spiritual peace.”

(Astavakra Gita)1

Points for “Monastic Vocation.”

“The wise man who has known the truth of the self plays the game of life and there is no similarity between his way of living and the deluded who live in the world as mere beasts of burden.”

(Astavakra Gita)

“Where there is I, there is bondage. Where there is no I, there is release. Neither reject nor accept anything.”

(Astavakra Gita)

“Orthodoxy is the principle of absolute freedom….”

(Yelchaninov)2

 


The fear of placing rules, thoughts, and words above the fact or outside the fact, this fear is important in Orthodoxy, is the basis of the freedom of the Orthodox.

Aversion to propaganda, to indoctrination and to undue restraints: Orthodoxy, says Yelchaninov, means “putting our whole faith in the actual presence of religious life and all the rest will come of itself.”

 

Three dreams of Descartes are central in his philosophy. They have a religious importance. The God of Descartes is absolute reality, timeless, simple, instantaneous action, breaking through into the conscious like a thunder clap.3

 

Port Royal.

Return to sources.

Vernacular use of Bible and the Fathers. Emphasis on redemption and grace. Emphasis on liberty or a more flexible idea of authority. They were ruined by the authoritarians.

The Jansenism of the end of the 17th century was something different. It was merely anti-Jesuit. Yes, they were pessimistic. Yes, they were combative. This is an example of a debate which made everybody wrong.

 

The priest, Monsieur de Sainte Martre, he went sneaking out from Paris by night, along the wall of Port Royal to a tree which he climbed and from which he gave conference to the nuns inside. Of this Sainte-Beuve says: “Voilà presque du scabreux, ce me semble; voilà les balcons nocturnes de Port Royal!” [“There, nearly scabrous, it seems to me; there the nocturnal balconies of Port Royal”].4

The serenades!

 

The nocturnal balconies of California.

 


Brother rather than father. Partnership in seeking to understand our monastic vocation.

 

A happening.

Presence and witness but also speaking of the unfamiliar…speaking of something new to which you might not yet have access.

An experiment in openness.

Problems.

Too much conformity to roles. Is it just a matter of brushing up the roles and adjusting the roles? A role is not necessarily a vocation. One can be alienated by role filling.

 

Background.

Nazareth, Beguines, mystics of the Rhineland, beginning of the modern consciousness.

Problems.

Contemplative mystique. Feminine mystique. Theology of vows. Monastic life as an eschatalogical sign. Risk and hope. The promise of God to the poor or the promises of the beast to the rich. Judgment of power. Ecclesiastical power. Power prevents renewal. Power prevents real change. Garments of skins in the Greek Fathers. Hindu Kosas, then modern consciousness. Montaigne, Descartes, Pascal, Sufis, and Zen.

Astavakra Gita.

Christ consciousness in the New Testament.

Pascal said, “It is the joy of having found God which is the source of the sorrow of having offended Him.”

Pascal said, “He is not found except by the ways taught by the Gospel. He is not preserved except by the ways taught in the Gospel.”

“Thou wouldst not seek Me if thou hadst not already found Me.” (cf. St. Bernard, Pascal)

Of Pascal, Poulet says, “Lived time is for Pascal as it had been for St. Augustine. The present of an immediate consciousness in which appear and combine themselves with it retrospective and prospective movements which give to that present an amplitude and a boundless temporal density.”5

 


Words of Martin Luther King, recently shot, copied on the plane.

He said: “So I say to you, seek God and discover Him and make Him a power in your life. Without Him all our efforts turn to ashes and our sunrises to darkest nights.”

May 6, 1968

O’Hare, big fish with tail fins elevated in light smog.

One leaves earth.

“Not seeing, he appears to see.”

(Astavakra Gita)

Snow-covered mountains. Thirty-nine thousand feet over Idaho. Frozen lakes. Not a house, not a road. Gulfs. No announcement. Hidden again.

We are all secrets. But now, where there are suggested gaps, one can divine rocks and snow. “Be a mountain diviner!”

Whorled dark profile of a river in snow. A cliff in the fog. And now a dark road straight through a long fresh snow field. Snaggy reaches of snow pattern. Claws of mountain and valley. Light shadow or breaking cloud on snow. Swing and reach of long, gaunt, black, white forks.

 

The new consciousness.

Reading the calligraphy of snow and rock from the air.

A sign of snow on a mountainside as if my own ancestors were hailing me.

We bump. We burst into secrets.

Blue-shadowed mountains and woods under the cloud, then tiny shinings, tin-roofed houses at a crossroad. An olive-green valley floor. A low ridge thinly picked out at the very top in blown snow. The rest, deep green. One of the most lovely calligraphies I have ever seen. Distant inscaped mountains and near flat lowland. A scrawl of long fire. Smoke a mile or two long. Then a brown rich-veined river. A four-lane super highway with nothing on it.

 

Utah? It’s dry.

Far down, a bright-nosed armed jet goes by very fast.

Six thousand dead sheep.6


Utah. Something I saw shining alone in a valley a moment ago could have been our monastery.

“New secret poison gas harms no one but the enemy.”

Six thousand dead sheep.

 

Over the Nevada desert, nothing.

A long compacted serpent of cloud running north-south dominates, presides over the other looser clouds floating below relaxed, flaccid, and abandoned, flying slowly from west to east.

 

Six thousand dead sheep.

Real desert, not snow.

Salt.

A copper mine:

Red involved shamanic sign inscribed on the flat waste.

A sign of a stream ending in nothing. Pure dead, unsigned flats. Nada!

 

San Francisco. Two daiquiris in the airport bar. Impression of relaxation. Even only in the airport, a sense of recovering something of myself that has been long lost.

 

On the little plane to Eureka, the same sense of ease, of openness. Sense of relaxation while waiting because this is a different land, a different country, a more South American or Central American city. Significant?

 

A. Stern says of Sartre, “Each philosopher can only give the truth of his own existence. That is to say, philosophy is not a universal or impersonal science. Each individual perspective requires the others as its complements. The existentialist world view is determined by his actions and his means of action.”7

Unamuno said, “Philosophy is a product of each philosopher and each philosopher is a man of flesh and blood who addresses himself to other men of flesh and blood like himself, and whatever he may do, he does not philosophize with his reason alone but with his will, his feeling, his flesh and blood, with his whole soul and his whole body. It is the man who philosophizes in us.”8

Contrast Hegel, who said, “The teaching of philosophy is precisely what frees man from the endless crowd of finite aims and intentions by making him so indifferent to them that their existence or nonexistence is to him a matter of no moment.”

Consistency.

Is the pseudomonastic experience an attempt to convince ourselves that we are somehow necessary?…Justification by monastic works or by a metaphysical consciousness?

Sartre said of the Salauds, “They tried to overcome their contingency by inventing a necessary being.”

 

Monastic discipline: Learning to exist as a subject without a world? Primacy of the conscious subject, creating a certain consciousness to justify our existence instead of appreciating the primacy of existence as concrete, subjective, given, not to be acquired!

Fatal emphasis (in a monastic life) on acquiring something. What about this imperative? Does it make sense? “Convince yourself that you exist!” Baloney!

May 7, 1968

It was quiet flying to Eureka yesterday afternoon in a half-empty plane. One jet flight a day to this forgotten lumber town. Distant presences of Lassen peak and Mount Shasta, especially Shasta…like great silent Mexican gods, white and solemn. Massively suspended alone, over haze and over thousands of lower ridges.

The redwood lands appear. Even from the air you can see that the trees are huge. And from the air, too, you can see where the hillsides have been slashed into, ravaged, sacked, stripped, eroded with no hope of regrowth of these marvelous trees.

We land in Eureka, a windy, vacant field by the ocean. Vast sea, like lead, with a cold steady, humid wind blowing off it…almost as if there were no town at all; a few low wooden buildings, and a palm tree, and rhododendron in bloom. I see Sister Leslie and Father Roger at the gate. Sister compliments me on wearing a beret.

Eureka, a curious low town of wooden buildings—strange leaden light. It is a fine day for Eureka. You can see the sun. Most of the time it is hidden in fog.

Signs.

A baroque yellow and black Victorian mansion which I five times photographed.

The place strangely reminds me of Little Neck, Long Island, or maybe Alaska, or maybe Siberia…God knows. The strange desolate windy low-slung non-town, yet with stores. We get a couple of cans of beer.

Driving down through the redwoods was indescribably beautiful along Eel River. There is one long stretch where the big trees have been protected and saved—like a completely primeval forest. Everything from the big ferns at the base of the trees, the dense undergrowth, the long enormous shafts towering endlessly in shadow penetrated here and there by light. A most moving place—like a cathedral. I kept thinking of the notes of Francis Ponge on the fir forest of Central France. But what could one say about these?

May 13, 1968

I am on the Pacific Shore—perhaps fifty miles south of Cape Mendocino. Wide open, deserted hillside frequently only by sheep and swallows, sun and wind. No people for miles either way. Breakers on the black sand. Crying gulls fly down and land neatly on their own shadows.

I am half way between Needle Rock, where there is an abandoned house and Bear Harbor, where there is another abandoned house—three miles between them. No human habitation in sight on all the miles of shore line either way, though there is a small sheep ranch hidden beyond Needle Rock.

North, toward Shelter Cove, a manufactory of clouds where the wind piles up smoky moisture along the steep flanks of the mountains. Their tops are completely hidden.

Back inland, in the Mattole Valley at the convent, it is probably raining.

South, bare twin pyramids. And down at the shore, a point of rock on which there is a silent immobile convocation of seabirds, perhaps pelicans.

Far out at sea, a long low coastal vessel seems to get nowhere. It hangs in an isolated patch of light like something in eternity.


And yet, someone has been here before me with a small box of sun-kissed seedless raisins and I too have one of these. So this other may have been a nun from the Redwoods.

A huge shark lolls in the swells making his way southward, close in shore, showing his dorsal fin.

Faint cry of a lamb on the mountain side muffled by sea wind.

When I came four or five days ago to Needle Rock, I told the rancher I would be out on this mountainside for a few days. He had just finished shearing. All the sheep were still penned in at the ranch. Now they are all over the mountain again.

This morning I sheltered under a low thick pine while sheep stood bare and mute in the pelting shower.

Song sparrows everywhere in the twisted trees—“neither accept nor reject anything.”

(Astavakra Gita)

Low tide. Long rollers trail white sleeves of foam behind them, reaching for the sand, like hands for the keyboard of an instrument.

May 14, 1968

Sister Katryn danced barefoot in the choir Sunday after Mass. Beauty of these Flemish nuns and of the American nuns too. More beautiful in their simple blue and gray dresses without veils than in the affected and voluminous Cistercian habit—the cowl and choker. But they wear light cowls in choir and can wear such veils as they please. Some, like the chantress, a dignified mantilla. Others, a headband, others, nothing.

I told them I wanted to ask my Abbot’s permission to spend Lent in the abandoned house at Needle Rock. Sister Dominique said they would all fight one another for the chance to bring me supplies.

Yesterday afternoon, late, waiting by the small barn with gray, well-weathered redwood shingles. The calm ocean with high cumulus clouds reflected in it and swallows circling the barn in the sunny air.

 

Not to run from one thought to the next, says Theophane the Recluse, but to give each one time to settle in the heart.

Attention. Concentration of the spirit in the heart.

Vigilance. Concentration of the will in the heart.

Sobriety. Concentration of feeling in the heart.

 


Bear Harbor is in many ways better than Needle Rock—more isolated, more sheltered. A newer house in better repair, with a generator. You reach it finally after barns, and the tall eucalyptus grove.

Flowers at Bear Harbor. Besides wild irises three or four feet high, there are calla lilies growing wild among the ferns and the strange bank…and a profusion of roses and a lot of flowering shrubs that I cannot name.

Bear Harbor—rocky cove piled up with driftwood logs, some of which have been half burned. Much of it could serve for firewood.

When Father Roger drove me out here this morning, it was low tide. Four cars or trucks were parked by the old dead tree at Needle Rock and people were fishing for abalone. Two other cars met us on the road as we went down. That’s too many.

There were even two cars at Bear Harbor and two pair of young men…one of them a teacher interested in Zen.

About a mile from Bear Harbor, there is a hollow in which I am now sitting, where one could comfortably put a small trailer. A small loud stream, many quail.

The calm ocean…very blue through the trees. Calla lilies growing wild. A very active flycatcher. The sun shines through his wings as through a Japanese fan. It is the feast of St. Pachomius. Many ferns. A large unfamiliar hawktype bird flew over a little while ago, perhaps a young eagle.

 

I called Ping Ferry in Santa Barbara last evening. He spoke of birds, of the shore, of Robinson Jeffers and told me the name of the big jay bird all dark-blue with a black crest which I saw yesterday. It is called Steller’s Jay. Does the jay know whose bird he is? I doubt it. A marvelous blue!

 

My piece on the “Wild Places” is to be printed in Center Magazine.9

 

Two ailing lombardy poplars, an ancient picket fence among the thistles: there must have been a house here once. Behind me a high wall of wooded mountain, green firs with many solitary, burned masts standing out above them. Wild fox gloves by the stream just where it sings loudest.

 

Yesterday, when Father Roger came to pick me up, he brought the mail. Most of it useless. There was a letter from Naomi Burton who said that the Journal of My Escape from the Nazis passes from hand to hand at Doubleday and nobody knows what to make of it. She likes it but the rest are idiots.

 

Lecture édifiante [edifying reading]. The Russian priest Sylvester wrote a famous book called the Domostroy. This Sylvester was the advisor of Ivan the Terrible but before he became terrible, so says the author I am reading. Domostroy seems to be the Russian equivalent of Good Housekeeping. Good Housekeeping for a Tzar whose housekeeping is not yet terrible.

 

Eugene Popov, honorary member of the Ecclesiastical Academy of St. Petersburg, taught that it was “a sin to make the sign of the cross with gloves on.”

I wonder about the definition of Orthodoxy as hostility to rules worked out by Yelchaninov and quoted at the beginning. I wonder.

 

Eight crows wheel in the sky. An interesting evolution of shadows on the bare hillside beneath them. Sometimes the crows fly low and their dance mingles with the dance of their own shadows on the almost perpendicular olive wall of the mountain pasture. Below, the sighs of the ocean.

 

“How many incarnations hast thou devoted to the actions of body, mind and speech? They have brought thee nothing but pain. Why not cease from them?”

(Astavakra Gita)

Reincarnation or not, I am as tired of talking and writing as if I had done it for centuries. Now it is time to listen at length to this Asian ocean. Over there, Asia.

 

Yesterday, in this place, looking southwest, I thought of New Zealand and the Wahine and my Aunt Kit getting into the last lifeboat. It capsized.

I was sitting in the shade near the spot where the jay cried out on the branch over my head yesterday and awakened me as I was dozing in the sun. A red pick-up truck came up the dirt road. The owner of the land was in it with his wife and said he would be willing to rent me his house at Bear Harbor if plans work out for him in September, but he can’t commit himself until then.

Frank Jones, Box 81, West Port, California.


May 16, 1968

I am flying over snowy mountains towards Las Vegas and Albuquerque and I read Han Yu’s versatilities about mountains in the book of late T’ang poems I got yesterday at City Lights.

The snow suddenly gives place to a copper-colored desert.

We drove down together this time yesterday from Thorn. Mother Myriam is going reluctantly to the Chapter of Abbesses at Cîteaux. Sister Katryn drove. Al Groth, the neighbor, with the Heineken’s beer rode in the back seat. I cashed Dan Walsh’s check at Garberville together with another small royalty on the Bellarmine book, the symposium about the Council.

Eel River Valley. Redwoods. Redwood tourist traps, but also real groves. After lunch at Ukiah we went among fruit-growing towns, old brown wineries, conservative Cloverdale with a few oranges still in the trees and signs saying, “Impeach Earl Warren” and “Don’t sell anything to the Reds.”

Below, now, Death Valley.

 

At Santa Rosa, four gamblers were yelling in a cool Hofbrau. Draft Löwenbraü! Then we went to a place for prescriptions by the hospital. Then off on the bright freeway to the city.

The fine wide ranches, low white houses, eucalyptus, pepper wood pine, fruit trees. We crossed the Golden Gate Bridge in bright sunlight, the whole city clear.

A man, chased in vain by a painter who wanted to prevent him, had jumped off the bridge about an hour before.

Downtown San Francisco. I walked about a bit while the sisters went to find Portia, their postulant with whom they were to stay. Portia was getting off work at Penney’s.

I called [Lawrence] Ferlinghetti. I went first to City Lights but he was not there. I got the T’ang poets, Heilo, something on Zen, William Carlos Williams, “Kora in Hell.” We had supper at an Italian restaurant, Polo’s. Ferlinghetti came after we had finished the bottle of Chianti. I went off with him to an Espresso place on Grant Avenue, the Trieste, where a young musician told of some visions he had had. Good visions, and not on drugs either.

Below, completely arid rocks, valley floor streaked with salt, bone dry. Twenty minutes from Las Vegas.

Turbulence at lower altitudes, we hear.


And some, like champions, Fen or Yü.


When the stakes are down, eager for the prize ahead,

The foremost and strongest rearing high above…

The losers looking foolish and speechless with rage.



In the little Italian restaurant in the North Beach area where I had an early breakfast today, a Chinese man, looking as though bewildered with drugs or something, ate repeated orders of macaroni with bottles of beer. It was seven o’clock in the morning. Much comment in Italian by the staff and the patrons. One of the hatted Italians whirled his finger next to the temple and pointed to the man, “you’re crazy.”

 

“I fear that heaven, just like man can lose its sight by lusting after beauty.”

(Lu Tung)

We bump down into Las Vegas over burned red and ocher canyons. Interesting rock peaks—like Sinai. Turbulence.

I stayed overnight last night at City Lights publications offices. A bedroom with a mattress on the floor, a guitar and a tape recorder and a window opening on a fire escape—a block from Telegraph Hill. Noise of cars roaring up the steep streets all night. Finally it got quiet about 1:30 I think I slept from 2 to 5 and also an hour somewhere around midnight.

Morning. Lovely little Chinese girls going in all directions to school, one with a violin.

A wide meteorite crater in the Arizona desert, like a brown and red morning glory.

 

I am the utter poverty of God. I am His emptiness, littleness, nothingness, lostness. When this is understood, my life in His freedom, the self-emptying of God in me is the fullness of grace. A love for God that knows no reason because He is the fullness of grace. A love for God that knows no reason because He is God; a love without measure, a love for God as personal. The Ishvara appears as personal in order to inspire this love. Love for all, hatred of none is the fruit and manifestation of love for God—peace and satisfaction. Forgetfulness of worldly pleasure, selfishness and so on in the love for God, channeling all passion and emotion into the love for God.

 

Technology as Karma.

What can be done has to be done. The burden of possibility that has to be fulfilled, possibilities which demand so imperatively to be fulfilled that everything else is sacrificed for their fulfillment.


Computer Karma in American civilization.

Distinguish work as narcotic (that is being an operator and all that goes with it) from healthy and free work. But also consider the wrong need for non-action. The Astavakra Gita says: “Do not let the fruit of action be your motive and do not be attached to non-action.” In other words, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing. Work to please God alone.

Krishna says in the Bhagavad Gita, “By devotion in work He knows me, knows what in truth I am and who I am. Then having known me in truth, He enters into me.”

The states of life. Brahmacharya. The life of the student in chastity under his Guru. Grhastha. The life of the householder begetting children, practicing Karma Yoga. Vanaprastha. The forest life. My present life. A life of privacy and of quasiretirement. Is there one more stage? Yes. Sanyasa. Total renunciation. Homelessness, begging. The Sanyasin lives only on food given to him. He is freed from all ritual obligations. The sacred fire is kindled only within. No household shrine. No temple. He is entirely turned to deliverance, renouncing all activity and attachment, all fear, all greed, all care, without home, without roof, without place, without name, without office, without function, without reputation, without care for reputation, without being known.

May 17, 1968

I am at the Monastery of Christ in the Desert, Abiquiu, New Mexico. I was bombarded by impressions getting here yesterday. The vast sweep of the Rio Grande Valley.

Sangre de Cristo Mountains, blue and snowy.

But after Santa Fe, marvelous long line of snowless, arid mountains, clean long shapes stretching for miles under pure light. Mesas, full rivers, cotton woods, sage brush, high red cliffs, piñon pines. Most impressed of all by the miles of emptiness.

This monastery is thirteen miles by dirt road from the nearest highway. In that distance, only one other house is passed—Skull Ranch. Around the monastery, nothing. Perfect silence. Bright stars at night dimly light the guest room. The only noise, the puttering of the pilot light in the gas heater. The adobe building is full of beautiful Santos [images of saints in sculpture or painting], old ones and new ones, serious as painted desert birds.

 


New Mexican workman on the lovely chapel whose roof recently fell in. It has to be redone.

Nakashima’s placing of the chapel: working its lines into the setting of cliffs, is great. Inexhaustible interest of the building from all angles and in all lights. It is the best monastic building in the country.

There are only two monks here now: Dom Aelred, the founder, and Father Gregory. Both from the founding group at Mount Saviour. They were previously at Portsmouth Priory. There is also a hermit, Father Denis [Hines], a Cistercian from Snowmass in Colorado whom I have not yet seen.

 

Yesterday I said good-bye to Mother Myriam and Sister Katryn at the airport in San Francisco. Her plane left two hours after mine for New York and Brussels and for the General Chapter of Abbesses at Cîteaux which she expects to find hopelessly frustrating. Our Abbot General is trying to keep her at any price from going and talking to anybody in Rome. In fact, he is trying to prevent her and all the others from going anywhere, making contacts, getting experience, exchanging ideas.

 

“All blue is precious,” said a friend of Gertrude Stein. There is very much of it here. A fortune in clear sky and the air…so good it almost knocked me down when I got off the plane in Albuquerque.

Father Roger, at the Redwoods, could not pronounce Albuquerque.

 

Alone, amid red rocks, small pine and cedar, facing the high wall on the other side of the Chama canyon. But east, the view opens out on distant mountains beyond the wider valley where the monastery is.

Light and shadow on the wind erosion patterns of the rocks. Silence except for the gull-like, questioning cries of jays.

Distant sound of muddy rushing water in the Chama River below me. I could use up rolls of film on nothing but these rocks. The whole canyon replete with emptiness.

 

“When the mind is stirred and perceives things before it as objects of thought, it will find in itself something lacking.”

(Astavakra Gita)


To find this “something lacking” is already a beginning of wisdom.

Ignorance seeks to make good the “lacking” with better and more complete or more mysterious objects. The lack itself will be complete as void.

Not to deny subject and object but to realize them as void.

 

The alleluia antiphon for Terce at the Redwoods Monastery, composed by Sister Dominique, stays with me and is associated with the monastery.

The young redwoods clustered outside the big window of the chapel and then the ocean, Needle Rock and Bear Harbor.

The sun on the vast water, the sound of the waves. Yet the sound of the wind in the piñon pines here is very much the same.

The liturgy at the Redwoods was excellent. I enjoyed the daily concelebration with Father Roger, with the nuns coming up to stand around close to the altar at the end of the offertory and one of them extinguishing the candles as they retired after communion.

I have not yet concelebrated here at Christ in the Desert. That is to be this evening when I go back from the canyon to the monastery. In spite of the cedars and piñon pines, this is real desert in which one could well get lost among boulders, except that the end of the canyon is well in sight.

Just as in California around Thorn, I could see hollows and valleys like those of Kentucky, so here the view out at the end of the canyon is something like that from my own hermitage…a straight line of dark green hills with hollows and open patches. Only here, there is also a red wall of cliff and it is all much higher and the air is much clearer.

For the first time since I have been away, I now have the feeling that I might be glad to get back to Kentucky, but not to mail and visitors and invitations that I will have to refuse and other things that I will not be able to avoid.

A gang of gray jays flies down into the canyon with plaintive cat-like cries over my head. Some stop to question my presence. They reply to one another all over the canyon. They would rob me if they thought I had anything worthwhile. Gray Jay, “Whiskey Jack,” a camp robber, inquisitive, versatile (says the bird book).

May 18, 1968

When I got in from my day in the canyon yesterday, after passing the goat barn and reaching the adobe building of the monastery guest house, I saw Father Gregory with some people and he introduced me to Don Devereux and his wife—Ping Ferry’s friends from Santa Fe. There was much talk of Indians at supper.

Today in Don’s old truck, we went to Abiquiu. I mailed six rolls of film to John Griffin to develop and we drove around the plaza—saw the adobe walls of Georgia O’Keeffe’s house, the garden full of vegetation. Then, down the road, the site of the old pueblo that Don knew about, and two shrines. The site was superb, high over the valley, and one could imagine something of the way it was in the ancient civilization. The east opening of the shrine toward distant snow-covered mountains where obviously the sun rises at the June equinox. I came away with pockets full of pottery fragments and a tiny, almost entire obsidian arrowhead, like black glass.

I have run out of black and white film and had to get color film in Abiquiu. I took pictures of a lot of odd volcanic rocks lying around on Ghost Ranch. Vast sprinklers were watering the alfalfa and the lawns, neat houses of the Presbyterians, conference rooms and so forth of this religious center.

Don was telling me about the Alianza and Tijerina, an attack on a courthouse and a murder. Tijerina fled to the mountains and was interviewed secretly in his mountain hideout by Peter Nabokov, the young newspaper man whose book on the Indians I reviewed.

Simmering unrest in all this area. People set fire secretly to the government forest. There is much resentment about the land being taken from them—land which was granted to their ancestors by the Spanish crown.

Mexicans are working on the damaged church at Christ in the Desert and there is a water problem there.

I got up in the middle of the night with stomach cramps and ran barefoot down the cold pebble path to the hut with the toilet in it not knowing whether the toilet would flush. Fortunately, it did.

Arsenio, the Indian cook, makes fine breakfast for the workmen.

Father Aelred bought some beer the other day and Arsenio drank up a whole case of it in one night.

This morning I began looking at the copy of [René] Daumal’s Mount Analogue, which Ferlinghetti just published and which he gave me in San Francisco.

Up the canyon from where I now sit, a couple of miles below the monastery, there is the heavy, domed architecture of a fat mountain ringed with pillared red cliffs, ponderous as the great Babylonian movie palaces of the 1920s, but far bigger.

Fresh wind, song of an ordinary robin in the low gnarled cedars.


May 19, 1968. Fifth Sunday after Easter

From Mount Analogue: “How it was proved that a hitherto unknown continent really existed with mountains much higher than the Himalaya…how it happened that no one detected it before…how we reached it, what creatures we met there—how another expedition pursuing quite different goals barely missed destruction.”

Last night at dusk, the three tame white ducks went running very fast through the green alfalfa to the river, plunging into the swift waters, swimming to the other side, standing up in the shallows, flapping their white wings. Then the fourth discovered their absence and followed them through another corner of the alfalfa field.

The calls of the crows here in New Mexico as in California, are more muted, more melodious, briefer, less insistent than in the east. The crows seem to be flying at a greater psychic altitude, in a different realm. Yes, of course, a realm of high rocks and stunted piñon pine.

The curvature of space around Mount Analogue makes it possible for people to live as though Mount Analogue did not exist. Hence, everyone comes from an unknown country and almost everyone from a too well known country.

 

Georgia O’Keeffe did not come to the monastery to lunch today since she had to wait at her house at Abiquiu for a framer. Others came. Peter Nabokov, and so forth. We ate a large salad in the hot sun. I went quickly to rest afterwards to escape conversation.

This morning I had a long and rather funny talk with Father Denis at his field-stone hermitage by the river. He has a nice red cat. We talked of the Cistercian Order and of the monasteries and people in it—a discouraging topic.

May 20, 1968

Evening. Sun setting over Memphis Airport. I have come in a slow prop plane over flooded Arkansas country from Dallas. Between Albuquerque and Dallas, I finished Mount Analogue, a very fine book. It ends at a strange moment, a sign for the eschatological conscience—or it does not end, for the climb has only begun.

Peter Nabokov came to the monastery in the afternoon yesterday. I was glad to meet him and talk to him. There was much to say about the Poor People’s March, for he had been at a demonstration in Albuquerque the day before. He said Albuquerque was very sweet—sweet, he meant, to the poor people.

May 22, 1968

All the time in the Chama canyon, I was looking out for rattle snakes. It is full of sidewinders. I went gingerly among the rocks and looked everywhere before sitting down. I thought they would like best the heat of the day and the burning rocks, but Denis said they preferred dusk, evening, and the night, yet the nights are cold. In the end, I saw no rattlers except at the zoo in Ghost Ranch Museum. There, a huge ugly monster of a diamondback and three indescribably beautiful others, whose name I forgot—long, lithe, silvery, sandy snakes with neat rattles, lifting up their heads gracefully with swollen sacks of poison. They were too beautiful, too alive, too much themselves to be labeled, still less to have an emotion, fear, admiration, or surprise projected on them. You would meet one in the rocks and hardly see it, for it would be so much like the silver, dead, weathered cedar branches lying everywhere and exactly the color of sand or a desert vegetation. I understand the Indians’ respect for the snake—so different from the attitude ingrained in us since Genesis—our hatred and contempt.

In the desert one does not fight snakes, one simply lives with them and keeps out of their way.

 

The buildings of San Francisco, the two-spired church in North Beach, the apartments and streets of Telegraph Hill in warm, pale, South American or desert colors—snake colors, but charming and restful. Pretty as Havana and less noisy, though there was plenty of motor noise at night with cars climbing those steep hills.

 

Poulet says, “The starting point of the comic art of Molière is situated in the occasion in which a being is comprehended only through his actions.” A demeanor, proper to an occasion, a basis of judgment, for instance: “This is a flying doctor.” How do you know? He has a stethoscope. He flies. He is non-conformist.

Picture of South African heart-transplant patient passing a ball to international rugby players, who grin. When will we know if his heart now beats differently for his old wife! It is a Negro heart! Comedy: demeanor and misdemeanor!


A demeanor is therefore a misdemeanor. A misdemeanor in another is a cause of satisfaction to one whose own demeanor is not missing. We are not accustomed to seeing gentlemen act like this: which proves that we ourselves are gentlemen. (Not flying doctors or heart transplants with Negro hearts.) Until such time as the very fact of being a gentleman itself becomes ridiculous.

He is no menace to existence, clinging to a vanished order! Only the menace is to be taken seriously.

The gentleman is funny! And long-haired students sit in the office of Grayson Kirk at Columbia smoking his cigars as if they liked cigars. Rut then, you see, the gentleman can also eventually call the police, thereby reestablishing some claim to reality, and it is the long-hairs who are now funny (in jail?).

 

Thus says Poulet, “The comic is the perception of an ephemeral and local fracture in the middle of a durable and normal world.” Well, that remains to be seen.

 

“Let the painter come to terms with his impatience.” Words of Molière on The Painter of Frescoes and the comic playwright. Nominalism of Molière. Repeated hammering on one point until the character is depersonalized, generalized: “miser! miser! miser!” This is also the art of torture-in the police state. To repeat an accusation until it sticks and the accused is both generalized and objectivized by pain.

To “make an example of.”

 

“Now the soul is pleased when it makes an example of somebody else.” Words of Poulet.” It will renew in itself the idea of the very lively pleasure it tasted that first time.” Comedy is indeed close to torture!

And the French are now perhaps succeeding in making an example of de Gaulle, who first of all, made an example of himself.

“Par exemple [for example]!” the two meanings—qui peut servir de modèle [which can serve as a model] or châtiment qui peut servir de leçon [punishment that can teach a lesson].

But de Gaulle was always the pure exclamation, the par exemple! with the kepi on his head, who the other day exclaimed (as I saw in the San Francisco paper): “La rèforme, oui; le chienlit, non [Reform, yes; vulgarity, no]!”


Somewhere, when I was in some plane or in some canyon, Dan and Phil Berrigan and some others took A-I draft files from a draft center in a Baltimore suburb and burned them in a parking lot. Somewhere I heard they were arrested but I’ve seen no paper and don’t know anything, but an envelope came from Dan with a text of a preface to his new book, evidently on the Hanoi trip, saying he was going to do this. It was mailed from Baltimore, May 17th, and had scrawled on it, “Wish us luck.”

 

John Griffin sent one of my pictures of Needle Rock, which he developed and enlarged. I also have the contact. The Agfa film brought out the great Yang-Yin of sea rock mist, diffused light and half hidden mountain—an interior landscape, yet there. In other words, what is written within me is there, “Thou art that.”

I dream every night of the west.

May 30, 1968

The country which is nowhere is the real home; only it seems that the Pacific Shore at Needle Rock is more nowhere than this, and Bear Harbor is more nowhere still. (I was tempted to cross that out but in these notes, I am leaving everything, permitting everything.)

And are you there, my dears? Still under the big trees, going about your ways and your tasks, up the steep slope to the roomy wooden place where the chasubles are woven—Sister Gerarda on a bicycle to the guest quarters, Sister William to bake hosts, big warm Sister Veronica in the kitchen, Sister Katryn to be an obscure descendent of Eckhart’s Sister Katrei. Sister Katryn and Sister Christofora were the ones who seemed to respond the most knowingly whenever Eckhart was mentioned.

Sister Dominique, the impulsive, the blue-dressed, the full of melodies, who drove me in the car to the store to buy Levis; big gentle Sister Leslie from Vassar and blue-eyed Sister Diane from Arizona interested in Ashrams and Sister Shalom and Sister Cecilia, who came later to the party—and Mother Myriam, the Abbess, was responsible for this wonderful place. Which ones have I forgotten besides the two postulants, small dark Carole with the Volkswagen and big Portia from San Francisco?

Near the monastery, the tall silent redwoods, the house of the Looks and another house, neighbors by the Mattole River. The county line: here Mendocino, there Humboldt. My desolate shore is Mendocino. I must return.


The convicts came in an olive drab bus to cut brush along the roadside by the guest house. Smoking remains of green bonfires all along the limits of Al Groth’s place. I did not see the convicts working—I was at the empty shore that day. I returned only after they were gone.

As we approached Sausalito, on the highway to San Francisco, someone pointed out San Quentin as the place where the convicts came from. A sinister white building on the bay.

Again I remember the Hofbrau outside Santa Rosa—the German Hofbrau in a wide Mexican valley by the American super highway. We took the wrong turn, got in the wrong parking lot, then out again into the right parking lot. The nuns waited in the car.

All around the hospital in Santa Rosa, the low offices of the gynecologists.

When I came, the convicts were cutting brush five miles northeast of Thorn. When I left, they were working and leaving bonfires near the monastery. Father Roger said: “They will not cross the stream.”

 

I remember the desk smelling uf oranges and my money in the top left-hand drawer in the old Bond Street wallet my guardian gave me on my 18th birthday before I started for the Riviera and Italy.

The narrow shower and the waste can full of orange peels, squeezed grapefruit, the sponge un the wash basin, bed heavy with dreams, the window curtain that pulled the wrong way, the dish of fruit on the bedroom table, the broken vase of roses replaced by field flowers, mail to go in a cardboard box in the utility room of unit one, mail read and thrown in the waste baskets smelling of oranges. Instant coffee at 4:30 a.m. with the Japanese coil—Do not touch for a few seconds after.

In the earthenware mug—“mug.” I tell Father Roger, “not a cup, a mug.”

 

Yogi [Fr. Roger’s dog] and the cats. He fought them over his meat. He let them have his milk. Yogi used to belong to Diane. She asked about Ashrams, Diane!

Yogi romping over from unit one across the grass in the mist. I am going to the end of Lauds and to the whole-wheat bread and coffee and breakfast.

The long low monastery—its significance in the mist—ehimneys—ventilators, like gray signs—the tops of the redwoods lost in the mist.

Chickens in the evening roosting in a line on a branch over the drinking fountain. No use.


Water in the drums of gasoline. Loggers explain to Father Roger as they siphon rust out of his engine—We do not go driving into the hills, drops of rust on the rusty ground.

I told them Sidi Abdesalam (the Sufi from Morocco) had asked me about my dreams, about my Abbot, and had said, “Within a year, there will be some change.” And indeed, there was a change—for the better.

 

Then I arrived back here in Kentucky in all this rain. The small hardwoods are full of green leaves, but are they real trees?

The worshipful cold spring light on the sandbanks of Eel River, the immense silent redwoods. Who can see such trees and bear to be away from them? I must go back. It is not right that I should die under lesser trees.

 

While I was coming back, the students at Columbia were flying the Viet Cong flag over each building and each building had its own commune.

 

Leslie knew the name of every flower between Eureka and the monastery.

Cold spring light on the sandbanks of Eel River. Communes, gasoline drums, burned stumps of the redwood trees big enough for houses. I told them in the store I came from Kentucky and they were pleased. Not so, in the airport bar. There is no point in living ten miles from Jim Beam. Who needs Kentucky?

 

Rain. Work. Talk. Meetings. And a curfew on rioting Louisville.

 

End of Terce. I walk into the sacristy listening for the lovely Alleluias of Dominique. I leave the door half open. The nuns’ voices, the tall trees outside the big window. The mysterious sky above the frosted sky-light. I pick up the amice to begin to vest for concelebration.

Putting it all back after Mass. The folded [altar] cloths in the drawer, the table. Diane walking outside the enormous window, looked up into the sunlight and seemed happy.

Climbing to the top of the high ridge before the sea: tall firs reaching into the sun above smokes, mists. Then down into the ferns!

I drove back with Gracie. We met the logger at a crossing in his white helmet in his pickup. Therefore Father Roger’s truck broke down Thursday because this was the day after.


Looking down from the steep height, I saw Gracie, very small, very far, carrying her blanket from the dead tree to the car.

Winifred, her spring painting, a larva or fetus inspiring white reeds.

As we climbed the steep road, Winifred’s hair was wet and stringy as if she had been swimming. And I opened letters.

Gracie told me about her son and his school. One of the little white bastards wrote “nigger” in the toilet. Others told her son they were sorry such a thing could happen in San Rafael.

 

The towhee in the wet Kentucky wood. Void. Nightfall. My meetings are temporarily over.

 

Hisamatsu: natural, rational and Zen spontaneity. “This is true self,” he says, “going beneath spontaneity.”

Hisamatsu also says, “There is a big difference between the ultimate self and the self discussed in psychology. When one reaches ultimate self, spontaneity is changed into ultimate spontaneity. Zen spontaneity comes from ultimate self…formless self which is never occupied with any form.” And he adds, “In western music, great silence is not found.”

 

In our monasteries, we have been content to find our way to a kind of peace, a simple undisturbed thoughtful life. And this is certainly good, but is it good enough?

I, for one, realize that now I need more. Not simply to be quiet, somewhat productive, to pray, to read, to cultivate leizure—otium sanctum [holy leisure]! There is a need of effort, deepening, change and transformation. Not that I must undertake a special project of self-transformation or that I must “work on myself.” In that regard, it would be better to forget it. Just to go for walks, live in peace, let change come quietly and invisibly on the inside.

But I do have a past to break with, an accumulation of inertia, waste, wrong, foolishness, rot, junk, a great need of clarification of mindfulness, or rather of no mind-a return to genuine practice, right effort, need to push on to the great doubt. Need for the Spirit.

Hang on to the clear light!
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Preparing for Asia
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May 21, 1968. [Gethsemani]

This morning I got back to the hermitage from California and New Mexico. I arrived in Louisville on a slow propeller plane from Dallas, with long stops at Memphis and Nashville, at about n last night. Slept at the O’Callaghans’ and drove out with Ron Seitz this morning—also Ed Ford with his hair like Bob Dylan’s and his paintings, drawings, poems and fairy stories in the back seat. Actually a very good surrealist type of poet.

 

On the flight from Dallas—Northern Texas and Arkansas—(Red River, Arkansas River)—there were floods everywhere, calligraphies of birds and oxhows and lakes and flooded fields. Later—the lovely patterns of lighted towns. Everything greener and greener, and today, with all the grass knee deep and the young trees having grown a foot in two weeks, I scarcely recognized Kentucky. The Bardstown Road was almost unfamiliar, and I had a hard time adjusting to it. This evening—it is a wonder to see the cumulus clouds over the green hills in the south, and to live again in a forest of hardwoods, of oaks, elms, maples and hickories.

 

Northern California was unforgettable. I want very much to go back. Especially to Bear Harbor, the isolated cove on the Pacific shore where the Jones house is and which, I think, can be rented: the barrier, the reef, the eucalyptus trees, the steep slopes crowned by fir, the cove full of drift-redwood logs—black sand, black stones, and restless sea—the whole show, those deserted pyramids, the hollow full of wild iris, the steep road overhanging the sea, Needle Rock. I seem to remember every vale of that shore where I spent four days—and on the last day met Jones the owner and his wife in their red pickup and talked about perhaps renting their guesthouse. (The idea: that the convent of Redwoods would rent it as a place of solitary retreat, and I would perhaps go for Lent or for a month or two sometime in the year.)


 

In the other, small notebook I have notes I made on the spot, in California and New Mexico. Now I just put down what occurs to me this evening, now that I am home again: to try to establish the shape of an experience, a pilgrimage, memories of which keep coming back in recurrent flashes and impressions.

Such as the landing at Eureka, after looking down on the slashed redwood lands from the plane (after the first impression of San Francisco as a city I was immediately in love with as I was with Havana). Eureka: the feel of the desolate, calming Pacific winds. The emptiness of an incredible little town, with a Japanese freighter landing redwood to take to Asia. Sister Leslie in her grey habit and black stockings and glasses and her gentleness, driving the station wagon. Fr. Roger glad that I wore a beret (since he is Belgian). Sister Leslie admitting she once went to Vassar and wanting a certain root beer (instead of which we bought Olympia beer). Then the barns. Stories of the big flood in the Eel River Valley two (or three) years ago. And then the Redwoods. It was evening, and a cold wind blew in their immense shadows. We got out of the car and walked toward the river, and slid in a deep bank of sand down toward the water. The vast silence of the trees. Nothing. Immense girth and trunks going up forever. I have never seen anything so exciting as a big grove of them: but there are too few big groves left.

 

Then as we got nearer the monastery the deprived valleys and hollows looked something like Kentucky. Place where the convicts were clearing along the road to slow down forest fires. Then, behind big trees, the monastery itself, like a long, low, Japanese building. The big window of the chapel looking out at your redwoods, and the chickens perching on a low branch over the drinking fountain. (This made Fr. Roger furious and it was funny to see him chase them off. They made a lot of noise.)

Late dusk, and I had an immense supper of vegetables and bits offish. Then I went to bed in the room that was to smell of oranges for ten days. And instant coffee, made with the Japanese bent coil in an earthenware mug of water. Reading first part of a book on Sartre which I abandoned, and then bits of [André] Ravier La Mystique et les mystiques, some of which not bad, much of which useless.

 

First day I went over the ridge into the valley which turned out to be “inside the enclosure.” Some giant firs and redwoods, but only a few. And a small orchard with a high fence around it (15 feet) to keep out the deer. I wonder how the photos will turn out that I took of old logs with strange abstract patterns on them.

 

Fr. Roger’s dog Yogi, which belonged to Sr. Diane before she entered. Yogi liking to go for walks, running from the guest house, expressing delight, chasing the cats away from his food.

 

I gave talks on “the veils,” on Karma Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, the “contemplative mystique,” the “feminine mystique” (a curse), and then on Sufism. In the room with big windows looking on a tiny yard with a sort of Zen garden in it. And the big blinds that the Sisters found hard to manage. A lot of good discussion. Mother Myriam especially very smart. All the community excellent. And I remember their liturgy. I would come in at the side and see the end of the choir only, perhaps Sr. Leslie, perhaps Diane, perhaps another, as they changed around. Some with veils, some not, and Sr. Veronica the big lovely Flemish cook who made me good meals and said ritually “enjoy your dinner” and gave me picnic lunches to take to the shore of the ocean.

 

I had the days to myself mostly, and all the work was in the evenings: Vespers at 3:30, then from 4 to 6 a conference, or “workshop” or whatever—then more after supper, the late session being more informal.

 

Couple of times went across the road and drank a bottle of Heineken’s at Al Groth’s house.

 

Concelebration every morning with Fr. Roger, sometimes preaching a homily. The voices and chants of the nuns very good. I cannot forget the Alleluia for Tierce, composed by Sr. Dominique. A lovely melody all involved in my memories of the Pacific, as I went out there after Mass. I went out first the second day (Wednesday 8th) driven by the postulant Carole, in her Volkswagen. The mist, the immense drop of the slope down to the invisible sea. Then, as the road wound down, the sea appeared. The bare pines where the slope had burnt. More turns. Sheep. The ranch, far below, by the surf, and finally the abandoned house, the barn, the dead tree at Needle Rock. The steep path down to the black sand. The piled driftlogs. The court of logs with arbitrary, ceremonious buildings. The tripod rocks with gulls and pelicans sitting on it. I walked barefoot in the sand until after three hours I discovered the sand was all volcanic glass and my feet were cut to pieces. Huge undertow of the Pacific. In any case, the gray waters could be seen to be very cold, and as I walked in the surf a sudden big wave soaked me up to the thighs and I did not dry all afternoon. After that walked on the high pasture over the sea and did not, on any of the other days I was there, go to the beach again. Friday I drove out with GracieJones (many stories of Vina) and this time climbed high up on the slope. It was a bright day and the sea was calm, and I looked out over the glittering blue water, realizing more and more that this was where I really belonged. I shall never forget it. I need the sound of those waves, that desolation, that emptiness.

I finished the talks on Sunday 12th (after Fr. Roger and I drove to Ettersburg—the Indian woman in the house, and the goats). On the 13th and 14th I was out all day at the shore—13th near the Pyramids, and the 14th I found Bear Harbor.

 

The 40 acres—stripped of redwood and fir, which the convent bought. But I am not concerned with a place near the convent. I must stay by the ocean—at least for a couple of months. I need the silence and the emptying. Radical change in my ideas out there. I must give up a lot of the useless activity I am engaged in—especially correspondence.

 

On Wednesday 16th Mother Myriam and Sr. (the dancer) Katryn and I drove down from the convent to San Francisco—through Garberville, the Eel River Valley, then Willits, Ukiah, “Conservative Cloverdale” with its oranges, Santa Rosa, etc., to San Francisco. They went to Penney’s where Portia, that big sweet postulant, works. I meanwhile went for a walk and had some beers in a hotel bar where a Filipino fairy talked about his days in the Coast Guard and the barkeep was full of witticisms. I called Ferlinghetti who came and joined us all in an Italian restaurant and then took me to North Beach to an espresso place and eventually let me sleep in the City Lights Publication office, halfway up Telegraph Hill. Pictures in the stairway of René Daumal’s Mount Analogue cover. A good collection of H. M. Engensbuyer’s verse in the office, which I read in the morning waiting for the nuns to return.

 

I could go on all night with this but I must go to bed. Fresh smell of the woods around the hermitage. A loud whippoorwill.

 


Andrew Lytle writes from the Sewanee, “That’s awfully good on Blake and the New Theology.”

May 24, 1968

A week ago today I spent the day up among the red rocks of the Chama canyon, watching out for snakes, watched by a gang of gray jays, staring at the high red wall of cliff on the other side, hiding from hot sun under a small pifton pine—ragged but adequate shade.

 

Christ of the Desert—with its elegant flop-eared Nubian goats, cared for by a Cistercian hermit from Snowmass. We had a long conversation in his hermitage, which he built of field stone, by the river. That was Sunday morning. The Church there is beautiful, but has had to be partially rebuilt since the roof started letting in rain and snow and even the walls began to be ruined this winter. Mass in the Chapter Room of the little transformed adobe farm house, which is a pleasant place. Everywhere in the monastery are good santos and bultos [images of saints] speckled like birds. New Mexico is an impressive place and I await from there the black and white and yellow Navajo rug Dam Aelred bought for my chapel (with two very small rugs I was able to afford for myself).

 

Don and Eileen Devereux came up from Santa Fe Friday and stayed the weekend. Saturday Don and I and a boy who hitchhiked in from Iowa went to the site of an old pueblo on the mountain above Abiquiu. Then to Ghost Ranch. There I spent the rest of the day in the rock and scrub this time SE of the monastery. And walked back along the road in the evening toward the big bulking cliffs under which the church is half hidden. Sunday—Peter Nabokov (whose book Two Leggings I reviewed) showed up with a Puerto Rican priest and a Christian Brother (Bro. Godfrey—quite a personality), all of whom were involved in the Poor People’s March.

 

Left Christ of the Desert Monday morning in the monastery jeep. Drove with Dam Aelred and Fr. Gregory to Santa Fe. They were most hospitable to me and I have an idea they would be delighted to have me join them there—which I can’t very well do, I guess. But even as a hermit, they’d he glad to have me, and said so. It is a good place, yet rather precarious at the moment (only three there, including Fr. Denis). They live on hope. But such a good site! I wonder they don’t have dozens of postulants. Can they survive on goats milk cheese and on retreats? I don’t know. But it is a great place for a monastery.

 

At Santa Fe airport the plane that was to take me to Albuquerque was late and I drove there (to A.) with two women who were stranded in the airport-both full of conservative and Republican talk. In the tree-shaded suburbs of Albuquerque, talking of “Mr. Nixon” and averring that “Rockefeller and his wife” would not “make a good President,” I had lunch in the Kachina room at the airport, looking at all the ruddy, blond, WASP types and wondering how many right wing organizations they belonged to. Then off to Dallas on a Continental flight, an hour and a half in the big crowded airport, served in the Luau Room by a Baptist grandma in a Hawaiian nightgown, and then finally back to Louisville on a slow prop-flight that stayed a ½ hour in Memphis and another ½ hour at Nashville. Tommie and Frank O’Callaghan met me at the airport about 11 p.m. and I sat up late with them, talking, and finally slept.

 

Lonely for the Pacific and the Redwoods. A sense that somehow when I was there I was unutterably happy-and maybe I was. Certainly, every minute I was there, especially by the sea, I felt I was at home-as if I had come a very long way to where I really belonged. Maybe it’s absurd, I don’t know. But that is the way it feels. I seem to be alienated and exiled here. As if there were really no reason whatever-except a few tenaciously fictitious ones-for being here. As if I were utterly cheating myself by staying where I am only a stranger-and will never be anything else. I know how easy it is to be deluded by such things and so I try not to pay attention. In the end, I think I came to the best decision when I was out there: to try to get permission to spend Lent at least at Bear Harbor, but to maintain my “stability” here. This evening, the whole thing seems futile-as if it were not really an honest solution at all, only a compromise, and a very unreal one. As if I ought frankly to ditch the place and go where I will have real solitude, and won’t be caught in this artificial pretense that keeps me here.

Or perhaps even Nicaragua…

Of course the problem arises from the fact that I felt very related to these bright and open nuns, mostly Europeans (and two bright Americans), much more in rapport with them than with people at Gethsemani (with many of whom I am nevertheless on very good terms-after all most of them were my students or novices at one time or other. Yet we have so little in common!).


I must not kid myself about this. But it would certainly be very good to live alone in the cove at Bear Harbor and come in once a week to give the nuns a talk and pick up supplies. This is at least for Lent. I think Fr. Flavian would allow it—but he has not committed himself. (He left today for the Abbots’ meeting.)

May 28, 1968

Sunday, after three violent thunderstorms in the night, it rained hard all day. After dinner I went to Loretto for a conversation with some contemplative nun Superiors and Bishop Breitenbeck. The nuns, including Mother Angela of Savannah Carmel, Sr. Elaine Michael from Allegany, Mother Jane from Jackson Carmel, Mother Francis of the New Orleans Poor Clares, Sr. Elizabeth of the Carmel of Roxbury—are here for conferences.

Once again, realization of the paralyzing problems of these contemplative convents and of their need. Bishop Breitenbeck wants to help them—few can. We talked of some possibilities, and I said I would try to reach the Pope through Fr. F[iliberto Guala] in Frattocchie. Many of the convents were afraid of any change, don’t know what to do, preserve silly or inhuman regulations and customs, are under attack from all sides, and see hope only in utter conservatism—which means purely and simply their extinction. Others want to develop and are prevented from doing so.

Although it does not seem to be my “line” to think in institutional terms, still there are people involved who badly need help. And those who are concerned enough to come here are really alert and well informed and want to do something. I have given them two talks based on Marcuse, others on the “Feminine Mystique” (as in California), and on Zen, etc.

Sr. Anita (Fr. John of the Cross’s sister) came from Cleveland (Carmel) and I was delighted to see her so alive, unspoiled, spontaneous—a great nun. I was the one who advised her to go to Cleveland Carmel. Her Prioress seems like a good sort too.

I haven’t had time for anything else but these conferences. The other day, before the nuns came, I got the second issue of Monks Pond assembled and sent a few copies out.

 

Last night there was a big race riot in Louisville. Shops wrecked on 4th Street and all the rest. Curfew. National Guard. It is probably still going on to some extent. There is going to be more and more of this everywhere. Obviously there is no hope of the Poor People’s March achieving anything.


Phil Berrigan has been sentenced to 6 years in prison for pouring blood in the draft files in Baltimore and will also be tried with Dan for burning other draft files. Six years.’ It is a bit of a shock to find one’s friends so concretely and tangibly on the outs with society. In a way, both Phil and Dan are saying openly and plainly what all of us know in our hearts: that this is a totalitarian society in which freedom is pure illusion. Their way of saying it is a bit blunt, and a lot of people are so dazed by the statement that they don’t grasp it at all. Those of us who do grasp it are, to say the least, sobered. If in fact I basically agree with them, then how long will I myself be out of jail? I suppose I can say “as long as I don’t make a special effort to get in”—which is what they did. All I can say is that I haven’t deliberately broken any laws. But one of these days I may find myself in a position where I will have to.

June 4, 1968

Storms, rains and floods over Pentecost.

The nuns’ meeting was tiring for me—two sessions daily lasting about 3 hours each at which naturally I had to do most of the talking. Too much. And while I only planned on 3 days there were two extra ½, days, with Sunday and Monday. I do not have the art of doing this well—I put too much into it. And am evidently driven by illusions I am unaware of. Probably the old narcissism. Anyway the result of it all is a feeling that psychologically I don’t need this anymore. I can do the work if they need it, but it is certainly not necessary for me. Hence I’ll be more free about it and expect a certain residue of ambivalence in myself. Certainly the complex business of being a “personality” and of exorcising the public demon it involves—all this is too much. And it perpetuates itself in the doing. Conclusion: there are probably others around who could do this job for the nuns better and more comfortably than 1. Though there is a tendency to tell me that I have a sort of charism for it. I take that with a grain of salt. But certainly I can and must help them.

 

Fr. Eudes came back from the Abbots’ meeting with an invitation to me to become “Editor-in-chief” of a new publication project, translations of the Cistercian Fathers. Obviously I can’t take on such a job, even as a figure head-another phoney role. But I suppose I will have to be at least nominally a member of the board.

 


Still not able to use the washroom and toilet though the fixtures are there. No septic tank yet. The job was begun over four months ago. I don’t complain and don’t especially care. But it would not do to make repeated demands. People are getting a little critical of hermits, especially as Dom James, five miles away, requires a certain amount of attention. The people who do his chores for him are getting very critical of the situation (e.g. Bro. Nicholas on Sunday when Hilarion and I had to be driven out there). This reflects on the rest of us. I’ll keep my trap shut, and I do try to ask for as little as possible (and do as much as I possibly can for myself).

 

Yesterday Fr. Baldwin asked me to give an afternoon session to the Novice Masters’ meeting (next week)—this, of course, in the hermitage. OK. But it is another ambiguous situation. Visiting the famous hermit, satisfying one’s curiosity as to what he is up to, noticing if there are empty beer cans in the kitchen, etc. And then the inevitable conference, dialogue, maybe a jazz record, to introduce them to Coltrane. That is what my life is becoming here. I cannot be completely adjusted to it. But what can I do about it? It would be just as false to say “no” to everybody and just keep to myself as if! possibly could make my own world and live in it without interference by anybody else. That would be even more unrealistic.

What I hope to do is to go into retreat for July and August—or for part of them anyhow. Even that won’t be complete. Phil Stark (S.J.) is coming to help out with typing then.

Useless nostalgia for Needle Rock, Bear Harbor, the Redwoods!

June 5, 1968. Ember Wednesday (pentecost)

Yesterday a letter came from Aunt Ka in New Zealand, about Aunt Kit’s death in the Wahine disaster. Ka has had an enormous amount of mail to answer on account of it, of course—it being world news. They have had more trouble there, storms, earthquakes, etc. She is shaken by all these things.

 

This morning is cool, clear. The woods heavy with the scent of honeysuckle, and never so lush (with all the rain). I am about finished with Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man—a good and important book. It was sent by the Asphodel Bookshop in exchange for some copies of Monks Pond. I agree with most of it except for the idea of a future in which science absorbs all metaphysics and final causes and means become ends in themselves. It seems to be a vicious circle.


 

Lax is supposed to be coming from Colorado and may arrive today. I was glad to have a quiet, more or less free day yesterday (apart from writing letters).

 

8:45 a.m. A few minutes ago Fr. Hilarion and John Willett came up in the truck with a 5 gallon can of water and told me Robert Kennedy had been shot in Los Angeles, after winning the California primary. A young 25-year-old man shot him almost at point blank range “to save my country”—a right-wing fanatic? Kennedy was still alive and being operated on. I hope he survives! Above all for the sake of his family.

 

8:15 p.m. I said Mass for Robert Kennedy when I went down today. News kept coming through: bullet removed from his brain, he is alive but will remain in critical condition for 36 hours. About the assassin—all kinds of rumors.


—“The police won’t reveal anything about him.”

—According to Br. Wilfrid, the man “couldn’t speak a word of English and nobody could understand him-probably a Communist.”

—According to someone else he had worked all evening side by side with Kennedy in the campaign Headquarters—probably a “Democrat”!

—Tonight it is said he came originally from Jordan. Though he is an American citizen his statement that he shot K. “because I love my country” is to be interpreted as pro-Arab and anti-Israel. It remains to be seen if this is really the story. It sounds a bit fishy to me, so far.



After writing another couple of letters I had a quiet afternoon—it was hot—over on Linton Farm. We are getting real June weather now. Hot, bright, with big cumulus clouds all over the sky and some wind in the right places. Dan Walsh is not here and no one knows where he is (nothing especially new about that). A card from Lax says he will be here later than he expected. Maybe next week?

June 6, 1968

More sorrow. I went down to the monastery with my laundry—saw the flag at half-mast and asked someone if R. Kennedy were dead. Of course, he was! The news was very depressing: there seemed to have been so much hope he would survive. I sent a telegram to Ethel. I wonder where Dan is.


A murder is bad enough in itself—but a political assassination of one whose brother has already been the victim of one, and when R.K. was in a good position to get the Presidential Nomination and even the presidency: it is shattering. He was liberal enough—though not by any means an ideal candidate: but he had possibilities and the country as a whole liked him: would have accepted him.

The most disturbing thing about it is something hard to formulate: but it seems to be another step toward degradation and totalism on part of the whole country. It will be used as an excuse for tightening up police control—“law and order”—and then in fact not to stop murderers but to silence protest, and jail non-conformists. And to prevent the kind of change Kennedy might have wanted to effect politically. The situation seems to me very grave.

I don’t expect McCarthy to be nominated. Johnson’s machine is too powerful. If it is a choice between Humphrey and Nixon, Tweedledee and Tweedledum—in fact, two nonentities—I can’t vote at all. Still less for a goof like Reagan. And how vote for Rockefeller? He may be fairly capable but, like all these others, he will push the Vietnam War to its limit.

If McCarthy is not nominated I don’t see my way to voting for anybody.

I wonder what effect this will have on the country—the people, or does it matter? They will be perhaps more docile about accepting another step toward a police state.

Meanwhile, of course, there will be more murders. They will become more and more part of political life. The definitive way of making one’s point—i.e. for right wingers and fanatics of any kind.

 

I did some work on Lograire, morning and afternoon. It is hot. Drinking too much sweetened tea. Some of Lograire depresses me, but the O’Hare canto seemed good today. Perhaps because I can think of nothing I’d like better than to fly back to California. Maybe that’s pure delusion. Perhaps I need to go much further: for instance the letter from Margaret Gardiner about the Orkneys made a lot of sense to me. The islands are gradually getting deserted. No one would bother anybody there!!

June 7, 1968

When I was having supper, Bro. Richard called to ask if I knew where Dan was. Nobody seems to know. A telegram came from the Kennedys asking him to the funeral. He can’t be found.


Bro. Victor’s theory of the assassination: “The Mafia? Same for Martin Luther King. And the guy who shot King has been ground up into mincemeat. They’ll never find him.” Why the Mafia should have wanted to kill M. L. King is not explained.

 

An intercom phone was finally put in the hermitage two weeks ago. It is useful. Most people don’t yet know about it. Three calls in two weeks, and I made one call: all to do with guests: the nuns, Bishop Breitenbeck, Dan, and Bob Lax. Now a telegram from Kansas City says Bob arrives tomorrow evening. I have to go to Lexington (during the day) to hear John Niles’ setting of several songs (mine and translations of Cuadra, Cortes, etc.).

 

I had a good talk with Fr. Flavian. He seems open to the idea of my spending some time in solitude by the Pacific, and even perhaps going to Asia to see some Buddhist centers.

Meanwhile, whether I ever get to Asia or not, I see the importance of real seriousness about meditative discipline—not just quiet and privacy (which I don’t always have anyway), and deepening. Have really reached the point in my life where one thing only is important: call it “liberation” or whatever you like. Though I may write or not, I no longer need to and will more and more refuse to write so many prefaces and articles. (But really the ones I do write I am interested in. Even then I am losing interest.)

I know I have been through all this before, but now it does seem to be more decisive. Now I do think it is final.

June 13, 1968. Corpus Christi

After several days of clammy Kentucky heat, a bright day, bright and clear as September. The plumbers finally came, put in the septic tank, connected the water pipes—and I have a working bathroom at last. After shoveling some dirt that had been left, I took a shower, and drank shandygaff (for by chance I had a can of English ginger beer, very expensive, left by Jonathan Greene). The hills were particularly beautiful and green.

 

Bob Lax came Saturday night, when I was getting home from a day at Niles’s in Lexington, listening to his setting for poems of mine and for translations of Cuadra, Cortes, Carrera A. Again, I enjoyed being in that house and seeing Bob Shepherd’s place on Pebblebrook Farm, but nevertheless it was a tiring day. Good visit with Lax—but several picnics I also found exhausting in the very hot weather. The O’Callaghans with their children, Tuesday, for example. Better yesterday when it was cooler and only Jonathan Greene came over. We took some photos in the woods, at the station, at the distillery, which I hoped would be good.

 

This morning I did a little more work on Lograire. Lax left after dinner. I don’t know if he should return to Greece. Kalymnos seems to be the only place he really likes anywhere. I don’t blame him. But also I don’t trust a police state sustained by C.I.A.

 

The other night when it was too hot to go to bed, I was sitting up with nothing on but a pair of underpants when a couple of admirers suddenly appeared in front of the cottage. I told them to get the hell out, thereby once again ruining my image. But one of them wrote a very nice note of apology nevertheless. And today I met a couple of others standing looking in awe at the “No Trespassing” sign. Brief conversation by the stile. One is to do an MIT thesis on my early poems. Meanwhile I was a bit depressed by a longish dissertation on my work Oames Baker’s—the first formal one, I guess). It was all right, he had done a lot of work, read an enormous amount of my writing (certainly not all of it!) and was highly sympathetic to my ideas. That was all fine. Yet the whole thing showed me clearly so many limitations in my work. So much that has been provisional, inconclusive, half-baked. I have always said too much, too soon. And then had to revise my opinions. My own work is to me extremely dissatisfying. It seems trivial. I hardly have the heart to continue with it—certainly not with the old stuff. But is the new any better?

 

Would I do better creative work alone out by the Pacific? I have a feeling I probably would. Gracie Jones sent some pictures of the Redwoods and of the shore at Needle Rock. I remember those extraordinary days.

June 14, 1968

Another fine day.

I had a good talk with Fr. Flavian. He had received a letter from the Prior of our monastery in Indonesia. The latter, assuming I was going to the regional meeting of Asian Abbots at Bangkok, asked if! could preach a retreat at Rawa Seneng [Trappist monastery in Indonesia]. Fr. Flavian said I could do this if! wanted to—and I want to. It is an opportunity to get to Asia and to get some badly needed experience. However-it is a long way off. Five months at least.

It will mean not taking on any more writing jobs for next winter, as I hope to go to Japan too, see some Zen places, and perhaps go from there to San Francisco and the northern coast.

Needle Rock is, I guess, within sight of Cape Mendocino and hence is one of the points south of Canada that are nearest to Asia. Spanish ships from the Philippines used to steer for Krig Peak, which is behind the cape. Then go south along the coast to San Francisco.

June 15, 1968. Saturday

Finally got back to my routine of Saturday fasting. Went out in the sun to Linton’s farm and got a good burn on my shoulders, reading a little about Islam mystics and feeling once again something like myself. The visits have been a drag, no matter how much I like Lax, Jonathan Greene, Ron Seitz, Dick Sisto, etc. I just need to have long periods of no talking and no special thinking and immediate contact with the sun, the grass, the dirt, the leaves. Undistracted by statements, jokes, opinions, news. And undistracted by my own ideas, my own writing.

I got home and shaved on the porch and had my one meal about 3:30 p.m. Then fell on the bed in a stupor, slept an hour, got up and said Office, read a few Zen texts in Spanish in Cona Franca and finally some Rene Char (which Jonathan Greene left with me) which I very much enjoyed again. Fascination of his language and line:


Buses, milans, mflrtres, rat;ers,

Et les funebres jarandoles,

Se tiennent aux endroits sfluvages.

[Buzzards, kites, martens, ratters,

and funereal farandoles

keep to primeval places.]



It takes me back to the summer of 1966 when I was so much under his spell (along with all the other spells of that time!).

 

I am a bit annoyed at the fussy, importunate efforts of Fr. Basil (of Spencer) to involve me in his editorial project and in a symposium which is connected with it. I half consented to go to this, and then the next step was to try to involve me in a debate with Louis Lekai on “Dteaux and Eremitism.” Nuts! I wrote and said I only intended to go insofar as it might be necessary for the publication project and not as a member of a debating society. As I see it now I won’t go at all. The decision is apparently up to me. So I feel much more peaceful about it. I have no need whatever to please or accommodate these people. The whole thing seems to me useless and silly. Others who want an excuse to get out and talk can go. I have no interest whatever in any of it.

 

It is impossible to go near the monastery without having to stop and talk to five or ten people. Idiotic. Without being brusque, I try to cut it short and get away as fast as I can.

June 17, 1968

The novice masters of the American monasteries are having a meeting here, and since I am an item, a tourist attraction on the grand tour of Gethsemani, I am to give them a paper in the hermitage tomorrow. And of course the following day they go onto Dom James. Reports are of enormous rattlesnakes (“Bigger than your arm”) being shot around DomJ’s hermitage by monastery vigilantes. And also of brothers being tired of driving Dom J back and forth on that rough road. I am very glad I had the sense not to get involved in the Laura project [colony of hermits] that was at first (1964) considered for Bell Hollow and the rest of Edelin’s place.

On the contrary-Ping Ferry speaks of getting land at Big Sur and intimates that there could be a place for me on it. But Big Sur sounds too popular. Not only are the hippies moving there, not only are the Camaldolese there, but also several ex-Gethsemani Trappists are priests in that vicinity.

 

I finished an article on silence (“Creative Silence”) which against my better judgment I undertook to write for a Baptist Student magazine. The decision was made in the guest room at the Redwoods—perhaps after returning from the beach. When I had finished it I was content enough, but I had trouble getting started!

June 23, 1968

Very hot. Steamy, heavy, soggy. It will be a dreary night—especially if [Andy] Boone lets his dogs out again to chase foxes in the hollow behind my place! (Which he did the other night.) But it doesn’t matter. I am fortunate indeed to be in the woods.


This afternoon I found a tolerable breeze in the woods near the cottage, on the SW, on the hill before you get to the sheepbarn. Walked there content in the afternoon before conference. Suddenly a big deer started up very nearby (did not hear it come). When you are used to only rabbits, squirrels and woodchucks, a deer at 50 ft. seems enormous. Big as a house!

The flycatchers nesting on my waterpipe (from the roof gutter) are charming and keep busy with the flies that are so annoying.

 

John Wu’s son came with his wife Teresa-on their honeymoon-the other day. I said Mass for them in the hermitage chapel on the Feast of the Sacred Heart and they are two very charming young people-but I have had so many visits I am mortally tired of them. The last two free days have been a blessing. So too was the sunny afternoon of the feast when I went off to the far end of a beanfield on Linton’s and took my shirt off and meditated in the sun-(on the Yoga Vashista-exelent). Realize more and more that what really matters to me is meditation-and whatever creative work really springs from it.

 

Though there is very little enthusiasm at Doubleday over Journal of My Escape [from the Nazis]. Naomi has been authorized to make me an offer and I am accepting it. Maybe I’m wrong. I think Doubleday is a bunch of nitwits. But Naomi likes the book and has fought hard for it-will continue to—and New Directions has several other jobs on hand. Geography of Logaire—tentative first draft (with more to come, I hope) has gone to be typed.

 

Election in France today. A critical situation!

 

It looks as though Fr. Flavian will approve my going to Bangkok, as well as Indonesia, if Thailand doesn’t get into complete war-as I am afraid it will. In any case I am planning on Indonesia (and scarcely believe it possible!) hoping also for Japan and some Zen monastery. If I get to the Asian Abbots’ meeting I will probably be involved in several retreats, or conferences, in Asian monasteries. What I really want is, however, to meet Buddhists. But what I want most of all is to spend a couple of months entirely alone somewhere on the shore of the Pacific.


June 24, 1968

I decided I had better take this occasion to go to town before going into a (relative) period of retreat for part of July-August. Did not go to any doctor-everything more or less OK in that regard-but spent the day in the U. of Louisville Library-trying to find something useful on structuralism. Nothing. No Lévi-Strauss, no Barthes, Lacan, etc. I raked through several bound volumes of the NRF and found a good article by Foucault.’

 

However, with the help of one of the reference librarians I did find some practical information on visas, shots, vaccinations, etc. for travel in SE Asia and Indonesia. Marco Pallis’ has sent one good address in Japan and Amiya Chakravarty’ does not exclude the possibility of getting into Burma even!! That could be exciting (great xenophobia there-understandable-you can only stay 24 hours).

 

Before leaving I had a long wait at the steel building and watched two of the Farm establishment (Bro. Christopher and Bro. Alban) playa fast game of handball against the wall of the horsebarn. The new look in monasticism! Bro. Irenaeus drove me in and took Bro. Chrysostom to the airport-he is going to a cantors’ workshop at Spencer.

 

I have sent the whole first draft of Lograire to Paula Hocks for typing (minus a few pages of Ghost Dance yet to be done). And also I have accepted an offer from Doubleday for Journal of My Escape from the Nazis, though they are very cool towards it for the most part. Yet Naomi is for it and so is one other senior editor. I think I’d better leave it to them rather than give it to New Directions, which will normally have Lograire.

June 26, 1968

Don Devereux wants me to come to New Mexico to see some of the Indian festivals! I wish I could go!


1 NRF refers to La NouveUe Revue Franfaise, a French journal Merton researched at the University of Louisville library. Vol. 12 contained two articles by Michel Foucault, the French psychologist, “La metanior prose et Ie labyrinthe” (1963) and “La prose d’Actaeon” (1964).

2 Marco Pallis was born in Liverpool, England, in 1895, of Greek parents and was educated at Harrow and Liverpool University. He is best known for his 1939 book about his experiences in Tibet, Peaks and Lamas, which made an enormous impression on Merton. He visited Merton while touring the United States with the English Consort of Viols.

3 Amiya Chakravarty was for many years a philosophy professor at State University College, New Paltz, New York. He was a long-time friend, correspondent, and adviser for Merton’s reading in Asian religions; Merton dedicated his hook Zen and the Birdr of Appetite to him.




An invitation came today to preach a retreat (next January) at Our Lady of the Genesee. Of course, I’ll refuse.

Another invitation to go all over the country speaking—all expenses paid and $6,000 beyond that. Nuts. This sort of thing would be useless and absurd for me. The fact that one might do some good etc., is no argument. No matter what you do, you might do some good.

Anselm Atkins was here (from Conyers) briefly yesterday. We had a short talk on the library balcony.

I once again went over the mimeo of Journal of My Escape, rearranged the chapters (still mixed up after Marie Charron got the whole thing in confusion) and think I finally have it in good enough shape for the editors at Doubleday.

Translated a couple of poems of René Char and put them on tape along with the notes I made about the May Journey to the West (the stuff in the small notebook, not this one).

June 29, 1968. Saturday. SS Peter and Paul

More invitations. Yesterday the Esalen Institute—to conduct a seminar at Big Sur—and to speak in San Francisco. This is more attractive than most but I can’t accept it either. Bishop Breitenbeck who is going around trying to help nuns get organized wants me to join in that. But Fr. Flavian isn’t having any. Etc. But I do look at maps of the Pacific, study flights: San Francisco-Manila-Singapore, Jakarta—I do think it is best to give my efforts to the most “abandoned”—and remote—and those in Asia and Africa from whom there is also so much to learn.

 

I am reading [Frantz] Fanon’s Black Skins, White Masks—a really extraordinary book. From every point of view—as a piece of existentialist philosophizing, an analysis of the race question, as a work of literature (got it from Jim Lowell at the Asphodel Bookshop in exchange for Monks Ponds).

 

Also reading Vance Packard’s Naked Society—timely enough! The new crime bill now permits all kinds of bugging, wire-tapping, evidence so obtained can be used in court, etc. A big step towards a Police State. Not towards: we are in many respects already there. All these new things (bugging equipment, gasses, armored cars, etc.) will be used more and more against forces of change and dissent. And less against criminals than against dissenters.


 

I am spending the afternoon reading Santi Deva in the woods near the hermitage—the oak grove to the SW. A cool, breezy spot on a hot afternoon. (I changed my mind about going across the road and out to the small pond in the knobs—or—on the way there yesterday I ran into too many people.) Quiet—except for someone firing a gun at the pond across the road: typical!

Thinking deeply of Santi Deva and my own need of discipline. What a fool I have been, in the literal and biblical sense of the word: thoughtless, impulsive, lazy, self-interested, yet alien to myself, untrue to myself, following the most stupid fantasies, guided by the most idiotic emotions and needs. Yes, I know, it is partly unavoidable. But I know too that in spite of all contradictions there is a center and a strength to which I always can have access if I really desire it. And the grace to desire it is surely there.

It would do no good to anyone if I just went around talking—on matter how articulately—in this condition. There is still so much to learn, so much deepening to be done, so much to surrender. My real business is something far different from simply giving out words and ideas and “doing things”—even to help others. The best thing I can give to others is to liberate myself from the common delusions and be, for myself and for them, free. Then grace can work in and through me for everyone.

 

What impresses me most at this reading of Santi Deva is not only the emphasis on solitude but the idea of solitude as part of the clarification which includes living for others: dissolution of the selfin “belonging to everyone” and regarding everyone’s suffering as one’s own. This is really incomprehensible unless one shares something of the deep existential Buddhist concept of suffering as bound up with the arbitrary formation of an illusory ego-self. To be “homeless” is to abandon one’s attachment to a particular ego—and yet to care for one’s own life (in the highest sense) in the service of others. A deep and beautiful idea.

“Be thou jealous of thine own self when thou seest that it is at ease and thy fellow in distress, that it is in high estate and he is brought low, that it is at rest and he is at labour. Make thine own self lose its pleasures and bear the sorrow of its fellows…etc.”

Reference to be given to helping others to enlightenment, therefore helping those who are closest to it.


July 1, 1968

Very hot. One of the hottest days I can remember here. Clammy and stuffy—but with a breeze—even though hot—in the woods. I spent part of the afternoon there, beginning Heiler’s book on Prayer, which I find very moving and true. This is a good time to read it, as I hope to make July at least relatively a time of retreat, silence and prayer. I do have one or two appointments (I need to see John Ford to keep straight on contracts for these TV performances of Freedom Songs, etc.—all of which belong to Robert Williams). A call came today from Richard Walsh of NCCM [National Conference of Catholic Men] (about these songs and this silly show).

This afternoon I finally got down to the job of editing Monks Pond III, sweating all over the manuscripts and my letters of acceptance (or rejection).

Now—night falling—it is still very close, but thunder is heard in the distance and maybe it will rain and cool off during the night. Meanwhile, a loud racket of many birds in the stifling dusk (cardinals, jays, larks). And guns at the lake across the B[ardstown] road.

July 3, 1968

“Intellectual alienation is a creation of middle-class society. What I call middle-class society is any society that becomes rigidified in pre-determined forms forbidding all evolution, all gains, all progress, all discovery. I call middle class a closed society in which life has no taste, in which the air is tainted, in which ideas and men are corrupt. And I think that a man who takes a stand against this death is in a sense a revolutionary.”—Fanon

 

Yesterday I finished Fanon’s intelligent, well-written, eminently true book Black Skins, White Masks. Written earlier than the Wretched, it is more incisive, dispassionate, less angry. He still thought he could communicate with white men.

 

Today I begin Kierkegaard’s Attack upon Christendom. A fascinating and deeply disturbing book. All very well to smile at Bishop Mynster “living out his days to be buried with full music,” but what priest is not a Bishop Mynster? The very idea is that we will fulfill an office, in other words be respected members of an establishment and carry out our job. And the implication is that in so doing we automatically witness to the truth—become links in a chain of witnesses. What could be more false?

 


Yesterday (Visitation) a violent storm during dinner. I never saw such a black sky at noon or so much wind out in the front garden of the monastery.

 

(Yesterday) In the afternoon I finished selecting stuff for Monks Pond III, and feel happy about it. So much fine poetry: [Pentti] Saarikoski, [Ted] Enslin’s Journal, Marvin Cohen, Bes[milr] Brigham’s Mexican Tigers, I hope 3 or 4 of [Anselm] Hollo on Bears. Little Chris Meatyard’s lovely “Inner Light” poem (he is what? 12, 13?) Another fine poem by a 12 year old I am saving for IV.

 

(evening)

In the morning I went out early and finished cutting down and trimming the young pines still bent over since last winter’s big blizzards. The bush boundary of my yard, toward the woods, is now clear—relatively (some sumac coming up along the fence line, however!). This work made my back sore again—so I have to be careful. In the afternoon I went to the farthest end of the soybean field on Linton’s and took off my shirt to get the sun on my neck and shoulders while I meditated (Hatha and Yoga Vasishta). A quiet and profitable afternoon and God knows I need much more of this! How much precious time and energy I have wasted in the last three years, doing things that have nothing whatever to do with my real purposes and which only frustrate and confuse me. It is a wonder I haven’t lost my vocation to solitude by trifling and evasion.

One thing is very clear: all that passes for aggiornamento is not necessarily good or healthy. One has to remain pretty critical and independent about all ideas. And come to one’s own conclusions on a basis of one’s own frank experience. Both the conservatives and the progressives seem to me to be full of the same kind of intolerance, arrogance, empty-headedness, and to be dominated by different kinds of conformism: in either case the dread of being left out of their reference group. I have to go my own way in terms of needs that to me are fundamental: need to live a life of prayer, need to liberate myself from my own “cares” and “unique” need for an authentic monastic solitude (not mere privacy), and need for a real understanding and use of Asian insights in religion.

 

I naturally think a lot about Indonesia, but haven’t read much yet—have only leafed through a couple of volumes of the National Geographic—Borobudur, Bali dancers, an amphibious jeep about to cross to Bai Strait, 25 varieties of poisonous snakes, active volcanoes, etc. The traditional religious art and architecture strike me as dull. The people—beautiful. I plan dutifully to read the article on Java in the (1911) Encyclopedia Britannica in our monastic library.

 

New Directions sent me Bro. Antoninus’s book on Jeffers. I began reading it immediately, on account of the coast. (I never paid much attention to Jeffers before. But Ping was talking about him when I was at the Redwoods and called him in Santa Barbara, enthusiastic about the sunny day at the shore—May 13—and Steller’s Jay.)

 

This evening I went back and read over the parts of this Journal about California and New Mexico. May and June. And coming back here. Once again—I am uneasy about staying here. Should I go to New Mexico? That sounds foolish. (But transfer to California is legally questionable—by Church Law—as I don’t want to go to Vina.) All this had to be decided not on the basis of the old legal concepts but of something much more fundamental. I guess I am not clear just where this basis is to be sought so the time is not yet come. (If ever it will.) Meanwhile, Dom Eusebius has resigned and there is to be an election at Vina.

July 5, 1968

Attack upon Christendom. How can one laugh and shudder at the same time? The book is so incontrovertibly true. And to find myself a priest. And to find my own life so utterly false and trivial—in the light of the New Testament. And to look around me everywhere and find people desperately—or complacently—going through certain motions to prove that they are Christians. (And far more people not giving a damn and not even paying attention, so that “proving one is a Christian” comes to mean begging for just a little attention from the world—some grudging admission that a Christian can be an honest man.)

 

At least this: I have enough self-respect left to refuse to be abbot and to refuse to go around to meetings and lectures and functions. And I have felt a little compunction about continuing to proclaim a “message” just because that is what people expect of me. It is not easy to talk of prayer in a world where a President claims he prays for light in his decisions and then decides on genocidal attacks upon a small nation. And where a Catholic Bishop praises this as a “work of love.”

Paralyzing incomprehension—what does one do when he realizes he is part of an organization whose members systematically try to “make a fool of God”? I suppose I begin by recognizing that I have done it as much as the best of them.

But then a “God is dead” Church is no better, nor are the “God is dead” Christians an improvement over the others. Just the same established flippancy and triviality. And even more successful. They make a good living out of God’s death.

 

(Evening)

What a difference between Fr. Flavian, as abbot, and Dom James. And what a difference in our relationship. I get a real sense of openness, of possibilities, of going somewhere—and at times it is almost incredible. I seem to be dreaming.

He is very interested in perhaps starting something out on the Coast. And today, in so many words, he asked me if I were willing to start it: i.e. to go out there and get some sort of small hermit colony going. I said I certainly would do that any time. When he goes out for the Vina election he will go over to Redwoods and look at the various places: Bear Harbor, Needle Rock, Ettersburg…. It is fantastic. I don’t know if he intends to buy Bear Harbor—or if Jones will sell it. But the mere fact that he goes ahead and thinks of it! One slowly comes back to life, with the realization that all things are possible.

I don’t know where this will end up—on the coast, in New Mexico, or where. But I am certainly ready for anything in that line. It would mean going out and occupying the place and living there, preparing for the time when he himself might retire and come there. The proposition seems to be a small laura for four or five hermits, not a separate institution, not with new rules, canonical statutes, etc., but a place to live in solitude, perhaps within the framework of the Order. For that side of it—I leave it to him. He is a canonist and has good sense.

I told him frankly that I thought we had gone as far as we can go here. The real solitude is not possible here, at least for me. The area is getting very crowded. I am too near the road. Today again a couple of retreatants showed up on my porch—just wanting to “see” me, etc.


July 9, 1967

Strange thing, this morning: after Mass (St. Albert—hermit) [Feast Day], and coffee and light breakfast and article on Panama Canal in BuJJetin [of the] A[tomic] Scientist, tried to work on Gordon Leff and the Franciscan poverty business (Heretics in Late M[iddle] A[ges]) and couldn’t keep my eyes open. Fell asleep on it. Went and lay down dopey for ½ hour, then got up and looked for something new. So Darcy O’Brien on The Conscience of Joyce. Not a marvelous book itself (a bit obvious—and limited perspectives), but Joyce himself woke me up again and now I am very involved in it. Dedalus’s aesthetics. The essentially contemplative vocation of joyce. His revolt is that of the contemplative and creative man called to self-transcendence and “held down” by the prosaic, legalistic, provincial Catholicism of the Irish middle class—the bourgeois Catholicism of the 19th century—which continues in another form in the 20th—liberal, pragmatic, pedestrian, “practical,” exalting matter and science, etc. and still putting down contemplation as “gnostic,” “unchristian,” enemies of the imagination, but not really earthy either. O’Brien tends to give Joyce this same stereotyped business: “rejection of the faith” (the girl standing in the water), “hatred of life.” (How can he say such a thing? Surely he’ll take that back.)

 

Perhaps the power of my response is due in part to the fact that I had to read and comment on two indifferent, typical, contemporary stories about sexual overkill—including the Raniere one in Latitudes. Opposite pole to Joyce—matter above all of ethical taste, of standpoint and implicit judgment. Joyce is [indecipherable], reasonable, Christian, free; the others reflect an attitude that is to me sick, barbarian, irrational, in effect swinish. America is a swinish culture. And yet it isn’t. All this is broadcast everywhere and yet people remain “nice” and halfway decent. Or do they? How deep does the decency go? A curious thing. And I can’t judge. But “officially” in literature, etc., there are no more bounds-not that the most outspoken and far-out are the most degraded. They are perhaps more healthy (the underground paper bunch) than the ones who are ½ way reputable. It’s the Playboy mentality that seems to me sickest.

I’m frankly on Joyce’s side (and he was once thought to be the ultimate in “filth”)—and [François] Rabelais’s. True priestly mentalities—“monks” in the old Celtic style—free from the littleness and nastiness of the moralizers without imagination and without real morality.

 


A lot of dreams last night I can’t remember.

July 12, 1968

Hot again. Man and boys in the field in the bottoms, surveying for the sewage disposal plant. I passed them, sweating heavily, at the end of my walk this afternoon. And it is the first chance I have had for a walk this week.

Phil Stark, Jesuit scholastic, is here. He offered to help with typing and I took him up on it, in order to get the next two issues of Monks Pond done. But now the electric typewriter has broken down.

 

Steps are now being taken to get my passport and visas for Japan, Thailand, Singapore, Indonesia, New Zealand (I decided I’d better see my family there on the way home). Maybe also Taiwan, where John Wu will be. I am waiting for some addresses, particularly of Zen temples, from Amiya Chakravarty. I may possibly have a meeting with some Non-Superiors at Redwoods on the way out. A good letter came from Mother Myriam the other day. I hope to fly to Japan around November 1.

 

The Darcy O’Brien book on Joyce is simply pathetic. The man seems to have no conception of what Joyce is all about. Identifies him completely with the romantic idealism of Stephen D. in portrait. Says he was a dualist, a manichaean, etc. Found a sexy letter to J.’s wife and gloated over it, etc. O’Brien is the kind of person who feels himself threatened by the kind of idealism that was part of Joyce’s youthful character. This kind of book is simply stupid-probably a Ph.D. dissertation that got into print because of that horny letter or something. No—it’s Princeton Press-someone must have taken it seriously as “scholarship”!!

 

I am also disappointed in Heiler on Prayer with his black-and-white division of mysticism (bad-quietistic—world-renouncing-life-denying) and prophecy (good-dynamic—world—affirming—life—loving). This is a mere cliche. Has nothing to do with the reality of either mysticism or prophecy—except I would say both are “life-affirming” in a very strong sense—but it depends [on] what you mean by “life.”

 

Was in Louisville Wednesday to see John Ford on legal business. Had lunch in the cellar of the Normandy Inn which I liked. Saw Tommie—three of her big-eyed kids with wide brimmed straw hats in the train station going off somewhere with Grandma. Colleen, with a lovely smile, “How did you know we were here?”

July 19, 1968

Stifling hot weather. Airless nights. Had a lot of trouble getting to sleep last night.

During the day—when free I have been walking in the same place in the woods over the hill SW of the hermitage where it is shady and breezy. A good place for meditation. And I am glad that I am spending more afternoons meditating rather than writing. In fact since returning from California I haven’t written much of anything—a few random short pieces—such as the bit on “Peace and Revolution” for Eileen Egan which I did Sunday (14th). A comment on the Cyclops epistle in Ulysses!

Letter from Ping who wants to take a week or so with me to explore the coast in California-in October-before I go to the Orient. More than anything I want to find a really quiet, isolated place—


—where no one knows I am (I want to disappear).

—where I can get down to the thing I really want and need to do.

—from which, if necessary, I can come out to help others (e.g. at the Redwoods). For instance I may arrange a conference for the Esalen Institute there. They invited me to Big Sur but I replied—as I now do-that I can’t do anything outside a house of our Order.

—maybe this can be a step towards the hermit colony Fr. Flavian wants. I don’t know. In this I will simply try to carry out his wishes, with him-I am not keen on it myself but it may be a way to a permanent solution of the whole question.



(The noise here, especially on weekends, is considerable. People at the lake across the road. Yelling, guns, etc. I don’t grudge them their fun, even on “monks property” (—ajoke). But still I’d like to be away from it.)

In any case, real quiet here is impossible. And even though I have cut down on visits for July—I could not refuse Wygal yesterday—afraid to hurt his feelings—haven’t seen him for a long time. He came out with anew girl friend—a sweet girl—and we wasted an afternoon driving around, drank a couple of cans of Budweiser. We ended up at the Tobacco Barn where [Fr.] Raymond was drinking Budweiser—colder and out of bottles—with friends from Louisville, a politician and a priest. We got on to Vietnam and the priest-who had an operation on his throat and talked in a hoarse undertone-growled “they ought to drop the bomb,” as if a criminal negligence were being perpetrated.

And these visits are supposed to be “charity.” True, I did it entirely to please Jim: but is that charity? Or just being sociable. There’s a difference.

July 19 [20?], 1968.

My right arm is sore with a cholera vaccination. My left arm is not sore though it bears a smallpox vaccination. Next week: yellow fever. Today too I had passport pictures taken-at a sort of clip joint where the nice lady suddenly had me going for portraits-no obligation, of course, just see if you like them. We’ll give you a good discount, etc. Probably end up with my portrait in their front window.

Running back and forth between Tom Jerry Smith’s in St. Matthews and the Health Department Office downtown.

I bought a little book on Nepal in the Readmore, when I was getting a book of Japanese phrases. Nepal is breathtaking! Could I even get there?

A letter came from Mother Myriam. Jones, owner of Needle Rock, etc., has been chasing hippies, etc., off his property. Evidently he’s going to sell in September. (But if Fr. Flavian bought it we’d have to chase people off too??)

Back in St. Matthews-a sandwich and a couple bottles of Heineken’s at the Canary Cottage-and inane TV over the bar. Ludicrous crap! The all-pervading stupidity of a universal day dream: people can be their own uninteresting image without trouble or cost! The mystery is why anybody bothers.

O the Mountains of Nepal!

Stopped at Tommie’s to cadge a hamburger and a ride downtown. She was “rushed”-exaggeratedly this time. Great play of woman in a rush. And she did have to get more kids on a train to Grayson-and then get up a dinner for 8 people. I realize that. (But she was taking the kids downtown anyhow.)

In the Mountains of Nepal, no trains.

Got home and scrambled some eggs-supper of scrambled eggs and rye bread and cold beer (very hot evening) and I read an article in the New Yorker about what the senior class at Dartmouth thinks of the Viemam War. They are not in favor.

Downtown I got a handful of McCarthy buttons at his Campaign Headquarters on Chesmut, before taking a bus to St. Matthews.

I mailed the ms. of Vow of Conversation to Naomi today.


A very hot night. I sit up drinking sherry on ice and listening to jazz (“Things ain’t what they used to be”). No point in trying to sleep!

O the Mountains of Nepal.

And the tigers and the fevers. And the escaped bandits from all the world. And the escaped Trappists, lost, forgotten…

July 21, 1968

Singapore vaccination itched a lot today. Very hot and stuffy again. A storm in the NE but it did not come near. I went to concelebration but fell asleep. Fr. Anastasius preached against false prophets-known by pride and rebellion. False prophets rock the boat. I thought that’s what the true ones did.

 

In the evening I gave a talk on Joyce. I hope to discuss some of the stories in Dubliners, Portrait of the Artist, and read parts of Ulysses.

 

Fine poems of William Agudelo in the latest El Corno [Emplumado]. He is with Cardenal at Solentiname. I wrote a letter to Cardenal this evening saying that if I do not go to Nepal or Burma after Indonesia, I’ll come there. It is the best idea (avoid New Zealand). And above all I don’t want to be around for that stupid seminar of Basil Pennington’s at Spencer (Early February).

No use being romantic about the Mountains of Nepal. It costs money to get there-and will I have contacts? Nevertheless I wrote to Lionel Landry of the Asia Society about all that. I have a strange feeling something unexpected will pan out.

 

I have just discovered a place called the Kingdom of Swat.

Maybe that’s the answer.

What’s the hotel? Why, of course the Hotel Swat.

O the Mountains of Swat!!

July 22, 1968

With all my joking about the Mountains of Nepal it was rather a jolt to find in the mail today an invitation to a rather important religious meeting in Darjeeling-nearer to the border of Nepal than the monastery is to Bardstown! I went immediately to discuss it with Fr. Flavian and he approved of my going. It is in October, hence I have to move up my plans-and change them around. Instead of spending November in Japan I can-logically-spend it in Nepal.


Of course-much depends on who I meet in Darjeeling and what comes out of it. I might get invited to places more interesting and important from a religious point of view. But I do hope to get a retreat in the mountains and perhaps see some monasteries. Chakravarty-who arranged the invitation-will be there and I will follow his advice.

Once again-I have a feeling that anew path is opening up.

 

A letter today from Leslie at the Redwoods. June Yungblut, etc.

July 23, 1968

I have been leafing through the N. Y. Times Book Review-as usual, a depressing experience-except there was an article on Ferlinghetti and City Lights which I read and enjoyed-and a negative review of him by Jonathan Williams-which I can’t say I liked. Is he right? I don’t know.

 

This morning Sister Luke and 4 others from Loretto came over and we had Mass-eelebrated most informally outdoors at the lake, early, in the cool of the morning. It was very nice indeed. Coffee afterwards and good conversation. When the sun got high and hot they left.

Then I wrote a few letters, mostly arrangements and so on for the Asian trip. It is only nine weeks away. My smallpox vaccination is angry and red and itches a lot.

 

It was hot again this afternoon. Because of noise of kids at the lake mile from hermitage) I decided to go over to the Linton Farm-and it was good. Quiet, isolated, hot, but with a good breeze by the big soybean field where I have had some good hours of meditation this year. A small book on Vedanta which I don’t entirely understand, but it has good insights and seems pretty hardheaded.

Also-I thought of Nepal: and of the stupidity of being romantic about it. To get to those mountains one has to pass through the poverty of Calcutta: and when in the presence of those mountains one is also in the presence of the poverty of Nepal. And typhus, and yellow fever, and malaria, and VO, and tantrism, and opium. As for Nepalese Buddhism, if it is like that of Tibet it is not exactly the kind I myself am most interested in, ferocity, ritualism, superstition, magic. No doubt many deep and mysterious things, but maybe it needs to disappear.


However, I’d better suspend judgment on that. I hope to meet the Dalai Lama4 or someone like that at Darjeeling and find out more about it.

Theoria and Theory—had a piece on the Beas Community-Sikhist-active-lay-contemplatives in Punjab.

 

When I was coming back from my walk I saw a couple of retreatants going up to the hermitage. Avoided them. But I cannot always avoid them. Others bothering the brothers at the Gate who called. I said “No.”

Real solitude is not possible here. Nor is it where Dom James is over in Edelin’s woods. People come and visit him there too. (Sunday before Mass he was more talkative than I have ever seen him-got me in the sacristy and was asking if! heard about the Jesuit Provincial (Baltimore) who ran away and got married-My! My! Tsk! Tsk! Tsk!) And I was laughing like crazy, though I suppose it is really not funny and one should not laugh.

July 27, 1968

Heavy rain in the morning and then, after a hot steamy afternoon a violent thunderstorm at supper time-it blew out the bulb of my desk lamp. After the storm and supper-around bedtime-I went out and there were five small, bedraggled wet quail, picking around in the path by my doorstep and very tame. Must be from the nursery the brothers had at the Steel Building. They don’t seem very well prepared for life in the woods: preferred the path to the grass that would hide them; no mistrust of a human being—did not run away, only got out of the way of my feet or skipped away if I reached for them. They are now out on the wet lawn somewhere. This place is full of foxes-not to mention the kids who shoot anything that moves, in or out of season! I feel very sorry for these quail! But there is also the wild covey of a dozen or so trained by a zealous mother who often lured me along the rose hedge away from where the little ones were hiding in the deep weeds by the gate.

 

Yesterday I had to go in for my second cholera shot. Rain in the afternoon pouring down on St. Matthews and on the road from the Turnpike to New Haven.


(I hear a mature quail whistling in the field. Perhaps it’s that mother gathering in her five “civilized” ones. Hope she tells them a thing or two about people.,)

 

Bro. Benedict showed me a newspaper photo of Dom Gregorio Lemercier-just married! So that’s that! All the old Cardinals in Rome will be nodding wisely: they knew all along what this psychoanalysis would lead to!

For Dom G. personally-I can’t judge. But it is a shame for monasticism. Whatever way you look at it, it does mean giving up a monastic experiment. Maybe he’ll go on to something else. As for me, I’m interested in the monastic life and its values. In doing something with it, not just abandoning it.

 

I said Mass today for Beatrice Olmstead’s husband-they all went to Ireland on vacation and he died of a heart attack in a Dublin boarding house.

July 29, 1968

I am working on my Joyce review article for the Sewanee. Some of the things said in two of the books (Darcy O’Brien and Virginia Moseley) are simply incredible. It was a nice afternoon and I would have liked to spend it over at Linton’s reading the Dhammapada. But the work was good too and the house was not too hot. There are some nice things in Giacomo Joyce. But I see the idiocy of the mystique of spiritual seduction. And all the mental nonsense that goes along with such imaginings.

 

The inserts for Monks Pond III—at least the concrete poems-are ready and I have put them together. They look good, and I am happy with the various ideas-(the toucan, the fly, the German primitive children trained for war, etc.)-that I pasted in. It is not hard to do good-looking and interesting pages-if you have someone like Bro. Cassian around to process them for you! I’d be tempted to do more issues of MP (after IV) if! were not going to Asia.

 

This evening-cool and bright-I walked out on the brow of the hill after supper. Looked down at the bottom where pipe is strung out for the new sewage plant. Crisp green line of the hills across the valley. Dark green of the oak tops-for there has been lots of rain this summer. In eight weeks I am to leave here. And who knows-I may not come back. Not that I expect anything to go wrong-though it might-but I might conceivably settle in California to start the hermit thing Fr. Flavian spoke of: it depends. Someone may give him a good piece of property, for instance…In any case I don’t expect to be back here for a few months.

Really I don’t care one way or another if I never come back. On an evening like this the place is certainly beautiful-but you can seldom count on it really being quiet (though it is at the moment). Traffic on the road. Kids at the lake. Guns. Machines, and Boone’s dog yelling in the wood at night. And people coming all the time. All this is to be expected and 1 don’t complain of it. But if! can find somewhere to disappear to, I will. And if! am to begin a relatively wandering life with no fixed abode, that’s all right too.

I really expect little or nothing from the future. Certainly not great “experiences” or a lot of interesting new things. Maybe. But so what? What really intrigues me is the idea of starting out into something unknown, demanding and expecting nothing very special, and hoping only to do what God asks of me, whatever it may be.

July 30, 1968

I finished the Joyce review. Happy to be done with it. One less job to do between now and October-the important ones left are-review of Barthes for the Sewanee, and editing Monks Pond IV. Apart from that-only a couple of monastic chores.

 

In a review of Harold Nicholson’s Diaries-“he hated racial injustice even more than he hated Negroes.” On the whole this review-highly favorable-made the man look fatuous. But his times were fatuous. Our times, however, are crazy in a much more sinister and destructive way. In the same T.Y. Times Book Review-a picture of Robert Graves looking totally obnoxious. A most unpleasant man!

 

I will have to see certain people before leaving. If I don’t want to be having three or four visits a week, it had better begin soon! Some will just have to be overlooked.

August 1, 1968

Rain. I had to go to town for my yellow fever shot at the Health Dept. Heavy downpour on the way in, but not much real rain after I got to Louisville. A good day-I enjoyed it. Had lunch with John Ford and Fred [Klapheke] to talk legal business (re: the Freedom Songs mixup).


I tried to get some travel information at American Express in Stewart’s but they were very curt with me as soon as I told them all the flights were being arranged through Pan Am (Friends of monastery). However I did get a plan of Bangkok and a little tourist booklet on Thailand. I’ve decided to stop over at Bangkok on the way out to Calcutta. I did find out what I wanted from a nice obliging girl in Tilford’s Travel Agency: I don’t have to fly PAA Bangkok to Calcutta. There are good early evening flights on Air India, Swiss Air and Lufthansa.

 

I am expected to give a talk at the Darjeeling meeting and will talk on monasticism—on inter-monastic communication—on the importance of the level of depth and “enlightenment” sought by such groups in all the main religions.

Hoping to see P. Lal in Calcutta. Chances of meeting the Dalai Lama seem good. More anxious than ever to get into Nepal and visit monasteries.

 

Fighting kites in Thailand! Must see them! And dancing, etc.

 

Dam Leclercq (who of course is deeply involved in the Bangkok meeting) writes:

“Since I saw a Swami at St. Andre and saw all the silly western questions they all asked him which didn’t exist for him and his monks, I decided, next trip, to see more non-Christian ashrams than Christian. Our first duty is to constate them (sic).

“The Secretariat for Non-Christians, in Rome, where the boss (a Cardinal) and the manager have both been in Japan, insisted that we try to get the Trappist monasteries out of their ghetto. But they never acknowledged the invitation, answered the questionnaire; the four abbesses were in Citeaux and other French monasteries recently; we arranged that they come to AIM in Paris, they promised but flew away in clandestinity (sic). Better to despair-Sinite mortuos sepelire mortuos [Let the dead bury the dead, Matt. 8:22] and work with the Zen. Strange but my best hope lies with the Jesuits free from ‘our traditions.’”

A very amusing and accurate summary. But I think he will find “the Zen” pretty full of conservatism and [indicipherable] too.

 

Talking of conservatives-stopped in at the hospital to talk to Fr. Raymond who was operated on last week. Cancer was feared but the growth turned out non-malignant. He was full of truculent opinions and satisfaction about the new birth control encyclical (“There will be aschism”). A curious thing, that encyclical! I wonder what will come of it!

 

August 5, 1968. Our Lady of the Snows

Surely the hottest day of this year—or the stuffiest. Phil Stark came up to cut wood before sunrise. Says he will soon be finished typing the stencils tor Monks Pond IV,

I am working on Roland Barthes. Small books but they require close reading. Very suggestive. But I have not yet made up my mind about him.

 

Ping writes suggesting we go all the way up the coast into Oregon in October. All right with me. He says]ohn Cogley in protest against Pope Paul’s birth control encyclical, has given up his column in 15 diocesan papers. Who’d want to read a diocesan paper anyway? We have The Record and the St. Louis one now and I never touch either-(except an article on Dan Berrigan in the last one. He is a bit theatrical these days, now he’s a malefactor-with a quasi-episcopal disannament emblem strung around his neck like a pectoral cross. He wants me in N.Y. agitating for and with him in October or November, whenever the trial is. I definitely want to keep out of anything that savors of a public “appearance” or semi-public or anything, especially in America).

 

At supper I read a tear-sheet from the NY. Daily News, a full page, on the Vermont Carthusians. The old thing: pictures of monks with hoods up, backs to the camera. “This is the most exclusive club in the country,” so the article begins. And one of them is pictured reading from an atrociously printed Latin antiphonary. Yet there is something admirable about their hanging on to their customs and authorities-even though it may mean the end of them. They refuse all aggiornamento. Cartusia numquam reformata…[Carthusians were never refonned…] Yet in the end, I think they are a bit ridiculous. Building “for the next thousand years” in huge slabs of granite. Paid for by “several philanthropic benefactors.” “We are the happiest of people. You have to have a good sense of humor along with the other prerequisites….”

I can see something good in their absolute, unchanging dedication to rule. And yet…How glad I am I never joined them.

Maybe I am no true solitary, and God knows I have certainly missed opportunities, made mistakes-and big ones too! Yet the road I am on is the right one for me and I hope I stay on it wisely-or that my luck holds.


And the forests and every fragrant tree will provide shade

For Israel at the command of God:

for God will guide Israel in joy by the light of his glory,

with his mercy and integrity for escort.

(Baruch 5:8–9)



August 7, 1968

Very hot nights-and two nights ago a lot of noise as well. Loud, rackety beat-up cars of kids marauding up and down the highway and then Boones’ dogs loose in the wood, harassing the deer, crying with almost human passion after rabbits and foxes-and the whole night alive and tense with the barbarity of Kentucky. The place is full of Wallace-voters, racists, roving about looking for trouble. All the worse since a few weeks ago some Negro racists deliberately ambushed and killed some cops in Cleveland. Then a riot. Ten killed altogether. Three cops, two of the snipers-and the rest just “people” who had the misfortune to get in the way of the bullets.

 

Useless to put down “what people think” of the presidency. Nixon will doubtless be nominated by the Republicans in Miami-maybe already is, who knows? Still a strong possibility of Johnson being “drafted” because Humphrey could not beat anyone-even Nixon. Small hope of McCarthy being nominated.

Conclusion: prospect of one of these for President-Nixon, Humphrey, Johnson. Three zeros, and the worst is Johnson-who might die or get shot and then we’d have Humphrey. Or God knows-Reagan as survivor of Nixon!

The next four years do not look good for America or for the world.

 

Very hot yesterday. Jim Holloway and Will Campbell here. We sat in the woods-too hot even to drink beer. I was able to raise some money to help with the trip, thanks to Will’s generosity. Supper at Hawk’s [restaurant)-took along Frere Yves from La Tourette (O.P. [Dominicans] near Lyons). The night was hot hut quiet, and I slept fairly well-tired after sitting up til midnight the night before.


August 9, 1968

Yesterday I got a typhoid-paratyphoid shot and it made me very sick. At night, feverish, nightmarish sleep. When I got up I felt as if I were falling apart. Could do little except lie in bed, and when I had to go down to the monastery I was exhausted. I came back and went to bed, dazed, and sweated for a couple of hours and then felt a little better. I went out into the woods and tried to read, but nothing registered.

Now at least, in the evening, I feel better. Today the grass was cut and the place looks a little more civilized. I am hot and thirsty—and very tired.

August 10, 1698

The effects of the shot wore off. A good night. In my morning reading got side-tracked at breakfast by an article on Joyce in the summer Sewanee Review and so went on to re-read the Circe section-Nighttown, which, when I was “in the world” at first perplexed, then disturbed me. Now I find it moving and in away “beautiful”-in its context as a bizarre, macabre, eschatalogical dance of death. In which there is, nevertheless, a kind of compassion for sin and an ultimate wisdom about it. Perhaps because of the saving grace of irony. Anyway the whole section struck me as extremely “actual”-in fact right up to the minute. What we are living at the present latest up-to-date moment is a kind of “Nighttown Christianity.” Or is that too strong? Anyway his vision of the end of the world is plausible-with of course Ithaca beyond, and the big all enveloping life force of Molly’s rather absurd and meaningless “yes” (to which everyone of course attaches a supreme meaning).

August 13, 1968

A fine rainy evening. There was heavy rain around dinnertime and in the early afternoon. Then it stopped and I went to the monastery to mail letters-Aelred Graham, Elsie Mitchell, and the Archbishop of Alaska (strange combination, but quite relevant in my own life right now!). Went for a walk in steamy, hot mist. The lake at St. Bernard’s field is thick with green slime. I came back, got some tomatoes, lettuce, eggs. At suppertime it started raining heavily again and has been pouring ever since.

 

The curious thing that rather dazes me: I may not be coming back to Gethsemani. This is not my own idea-or not entirely. Fr. Flavian is very definite now about my seeking out and settling in some solitary place in the West. He came back from California Saturday evening and I saw him today.


The California situation is not entirely satisfactory.

Problem of having to rent a whole ranch on the Needle Rock shore. And he was turned off by Bear Harbor which he found to be full of snakes. (Amazing description of Fr. Roger kicking snakes aside right and left saying “Dh! they’re all harmless!”)

Incidentally Al Groth’s house hurned down-possibly arson to cover burglary. Winifred is living up at Ettersburg, on the mountain. A possibility.

Certainly the shore at Needle Rock etc. offers no really permanent solitude. Already full of hippies. The Indian caretaker trying unsuccessfully to run them off etc.

So what happened 10 days or so ago-I did not write it down-the Archbishop of Anchorage visits asking me to come up and give a retreat to his contemplative nuns. I replied saying I would and also mentioning the hermitage project. Yesterday I got an enthusiastic reply. I don’t know how good the climate is-but I may end up six or eight months from now incardinated in his diocese. That is probably where I’ll go if and when I get back from Asia. But before that, in September, I hope to make Anchorage my first stop on the long journey!! Fr. Flavian approves the idea.

 

It is so utterly new to have an abbot here who is completely open to new possibilities! And it is certainly much more stimulating for the spiritual life! Here I am suddenly on the edge of something totally new, completely unplanned and unforeseen, something that has simply dropped out of the sky. The sense that one can move with this new swing and explore it is very inspiring and does much to lift the burden of depression, suspicion, doubt that has become almost second nature with me after years of the other kind of policy! Now I find I have to shake myself, wake up, pray, think for myself, estimate risks and possibilities, make halfway wise decisions. But this is what we have all been needing. I have no special urge to be a hermit in Alaska, but it is an obvious place for solitude and here is a bishop who likes the idea very much! So let’s look into it and see what happens.

August 15, 1968

Guns blasting off in the woods to the east. Is it squirrel season already? Seasons mean nothing here. But it sounds like intense and official hunting.

The tame quail raised by Bro. Alban, refusing to be wild, running about under the soybean plants in the monastery garden.


Yesterday, heavy rain alternating with hours of damp, hot, fog. Maybe all this has something to do with the French H-Bomb tests last week (or so) in the South Seas. Certainly we are getting some of their fallout.

 

When it is quiet here, it is as lovely and perfect as it was in the beginning (early hours of this morning when I got up). But when can you count on quiet? More and more visitors. Yesterday Fr. Gilbert Torpey, Fr. August Thompson. Sunday, Roger Robin. Ed Rice coming in September. Dom Leclercq. All fine. But….

 

I tend to find myself thinking a lot about how to live in Alaska. The problem of my bad driving, etc. The thing is that I can’t make sense out of a purely private endeavor to be completely alone, un-bothered, etc. This is nonsense. The only way to make sense of it is in the frank context of the Alaskan Church. This “call” has come really through the Bishop-my solitude and contemplation are to be worked out with him, not just on my own. Obviously it will mean some connections, some duties, some service, therefore some people. So the same thing starts all over again! Not necessarily. But I have to look carefully, use my head, and think not only in terms of personal preference and convenience but of charity, of love, for those who seek Christ as I do (the nuns with whom this all started, his priests, etc.). If I give what I can give, the rest will be taken care of. They’ll fly me in and out in a helicopter if they want me that badly!

August 17, 1968

One of the hottest, stuffiest days of the summer. No breeze. Someone is firing a rifle over at the lake. It is past sundown. In the SE—huge thunderheads, lighted by the last of the sun-only thin tops-no sound of thunder. No indication of a storm approaching. Stillness. Enormous rumor of crickets, locusts, bull frogs. And the steadily repeated crack of the rifle. Probably some kid shooting at a beer can.

 

All evening I have been reading travel folders on India. It is probably not much better there!

 

Monks Pond IV all edited-except for a couple of poems still expected from Ron Punnett, the West Indian at Fort Benning.

 


The other evening there was an abortive riot in Louisville-after a Negro Church was bombed. Possibly white racists were trying to provoke a riot. Negro leaders did everything they could to calm things down.

August 18, 1968

Next week the Democratic Convention opens in Chicago. Huge crowds expected-including crowds of protesters, anti-war people, “yippies” etc.

National guardsmen have been in special training and will be stationed in two small parks near the amphitheater as well as in an armory and underground parking lot near the Loop. Police will be stationed in and around the amphitheater and an untold number of agents will be…everywhere including the ranks of the demonstrators…. A mile square area will be fenced off around the amphitheater…. Dignitaries will be brought to the convention by helicopter…. Special jails are being prepared.

What with this and with McGovern’s candidacy (to get the Kennedy votes) I’d say McCarthy’s chances of nomination are almost nil. The one hope for a democratic peace effort-ruined by division and confusion. Still, this is not so much the fault of the “demonstrators” as it is of the pig-headed and doctrinaire people both of right and left. Nobody really wants “peace”-what they all want is for their own interests to “prevail.”

 

Evening.

It is as hot and stuffy a night as I can remember in Kentucky. Going to bed has no attractions. I have been walking in the field barefoot with shirt off. There it was comfortable. Not here in the hermitage.

 

Eating supper I finished Cesare Pavese’s The House on the Hill. Marvelous writing! A beautiful book! Then I went out and read a French translation of AI Ghazali’s Error and Deliverance which is also a magnificent book, one of the greatest!

 

I am beginning, in spite of myself, Pavese’s Among Women Only. Fantastic stuff! What a writer!

 

Today in the afternoon I walked by the lake that used to belong to the Brother Novices. For a while there was a breeze there, but not for long. One of the other hermit types, Fr. Richard from Mepkin, came out and sat on the other side of this lake (pond). I thought of the old days before there was a lake, and the trees I cherished there, and the small pine Fr. Francis de Sales stole and hung upside down above the altar for Christmas Midnight Mass (maybe in 1951, or 52). What changes since those days!

I talked in Chapter on Joyce’s “Arahy” and other things.

August 19, 1968

Tired of heat, yet I don’t want to lie and sweat in bed though dark has fallen. The steamy night is alive with frog and insect noises. Before sunset I walked in the field and looked at the sea of bluish steam about 1000 feet deep that hangs over everything, with a few pink cloud-bergs standing up high out of it in the cleaner blue. This afternoon-signs of a storm but it went away with hardly a growl.

 

The great pages on Al Ghazali’s conversion to Sufism moved me.

 

A letter from Fr. Denis, the hermit, who has left Christ of the Desert and gone to a semi-deserted village parish south of Albuquerque and urges me to come to visit him there. He says that Dom Aelred will now he after me to occupy that hermitage, but I don’t think so.

August 20, 1968. Feast of St. Bernard

I have been three years officially in this hermitage. I spent some of the morning cleaning out papers from the bedroom-where most of my work is stored or filed.

Files too full. Shelves too full. Boxes.

It is really clear that I have written too much useless trivial stuff whether on politics or on monastic problems. I don’t take account of earlier books which perhaps had their place.

I regret less some of the recent poetry, and especially Cables and Lograire. I wish I had done more creative work and less of this trivial, sanctimonious editorializing. Easy enough to see that Fr. Raymond’s new book [Relax and Rejoice] is a sick joke. (Half the community is laughing at it-he could not even sell it to Bruce and Co., and had to print it privately-but now claims this was due to a “liberal plot” to suppress the “truth” which he alone reveals!) But is my stuff any less ridiculous? I wonder. Of course one has a duty to speak out. But as soon as you attach yourself to a “cause” your perspective gets distorted.

Nevertheless-I am constantly appalled by the growing barbarism of this country.


Says George Wallace, racist presidential candidate from Alabama:

When I get to be president, if any anarchist lays down in front of my car that would be the last thing he would ever lay down in front of on this earth!

And when Johnson visited Australia in 1966, as he drove with the Prime Minister and some people lay down in front of the car in protest, the PM said to the driver, “Ride over the bastards.” Johnson said, “You’re a man after my own heart.” And most Americans would approve them as “defending law and order”—and civilization.

 

In three days (Friday) I am to go to Washington-lunch on Saturday with [Giacomo] Soedjatmoko, the Indonesian Ambassador. I am very eager to talk to him! In four weeks-I am supposed to go to Alaska-it is hardly credible.

 

Today, among other things, I burned M.’s letters. Incredible stupidity in 1966! I did not even glance at anyone of them. High hot flames of the pine branches in the sun!

 

I have prayed much more in these days. More and more sense of being lost without it.

August 22, 1968

Again-very hot and stuffy. A storm after dinner only made things steamier. I was lying down after my third typhoid shot. But the second and third did not upset me. At least the 3rd has not so far.

Cleaned up the bookshelves a bit. Fr. Flavian says that when I am away the hermitage will be used-by others. Some of my modern literanIre had better be elsewhere, if that is the case.

Monks Pond III is about ready for sorting. It will be much bigger than the others. Phil Stark is typing IV now-bigger still than III.

When I was in the print shop Bro. Charles was hinting at all sorts of sinister events. The power had gone off. This was due to flying saucers “hovering over the power plant.” Culligan, Fr. Raymond’s new (private) publisher, declares that the fliers of saucers are the airmen of hell and that indeed the Devil is behind it. All of it. (All of what? All of it.0 Bro. Charles is also very exercised over the great “liberal plot” at Bruce Publishing Co. to prevent Fr. Raymond’s (ultra-conservative) truth from reaching the public. Bro. Charles, and indeed also Fr. Raymond, don’t like Eugene McCarthy as a presidential candidate—but do think that Wallace has some good points now!—I’m afraid a lot of people around here (the neighborhood rather than the monastery itself) would agree.

Tomorrow afternoon Ron Seitz is supposed to come and pick me up and take me to the airport to go to Washington. A picture of Mount McKinley in front of me under the lamp-(came today as a feast day greeting for Sunday [Feast of St. Louis]—I cannot believe that I may see it. Or even find myself one day living near it. Is Alaska a real option? One would think not. And yet there’s that Bishop. Certainly it is not the place I myself would spontaneously choose (full of military).

For myself—Bhutan! Or that tea-plantation I heard about yesterday near Darjeeling!

August 26, 1968. Monday

The short trip to Washington—a tiring but good experience, a great deal crowded into a day. Will I be able to handle such crowding for a long period? I’ll have to learn to stretch things longer than the world wants them. To live at my own tempo which is slow, and yet fruitful. Rather than at this huge speed in which really nothing happens—except of course that you do get to Washington and back in a hurry!

Friday, in dark, steamy heat (a storm threatened but didn’t break), Ron Seitz picked me up and drove me in to the airport. I had a long wait—ate in the Luau Room, sat around in the bar, read some of Ferlinghetti’s routines, said Office.

The plane to Washington was a fast jet, about an hour, and I had the two seats to myself. Nothing to see but the window (steam, blackness, a few clean clouds standing out of it). Quiet. Read and thought. Pleasant.

Flew down into Washington at nightfall. Fantastic traffic around the National Airport. I was met by Dr. Camara Peron, who drove me to Georgetown and I liked Georgetown (remembered it vaguely from 30 years ago). Very hot.

Most of the patients appear to be nuns, priests, etc., and I get the impression that he is in the middle of a great religious mess, communities going to pieces. Nuns ready for suicide. Old authoritarian systems and new immaturities.

The Liturgical Conference (at Washington—just ended) seems to have been quite ridiculous. (My “Freedom Songs” were sung by the Ebenezer Baptist Choir—haven’t heard any reactions except a wire fromJune [Yungblut] and a letter from [Alexander] Peloquin.)

 

Late supper at the “Old Europe.” Bedded down Japanese style in an air-conditioned room at Camara’s. Got up about 7 and went hunting for a church on Massachusetts Avenue in which to say Mass. Spaciousness of everything. Slow, quiet Mass in Latin all alone in a big church—only one old lady.

 

Lunch at the Indonesian Embassy Residence with Soedjatrnoko was fine. I had five hours in which we talked about Java, mysticism, everything. I now think I have a fair idea of what lies ahead and it is exciting. A whole gamut of possibilities—much of which will not get on paper. The literary people, seeing the country. Boroboden. Soto. The Dutch Jesuits who understand and the Indonesian Trappists who mayor may not understand. Then the Javanese mystics. Some more esoteric, some less—and Bali. I will, at any rate, have the best possible contacts and introductions. He just became Ambassador three months ago!

 

I really am very interested in Soedjatrnoko—a fine person and one of the few with whom I can communicate fully and freely on a deep level. There was no need for any triviality or double-talk in those five hours. We had a great deal to say. Real [indecipherable]-a person I have been waiting to meet for a lifetime. It seems we are companions on the same strange way-whatever it may be.

This makes the Asian trip all the more exciting, for it seems I am summoned to meet Asia on the deepest level—and it may mean a hard business of breaking through a lamentable crust of ruins, decadence and misery.

 

Soedjatrnoko’s wife—a most beautiful person in batik! And the children.

 

I rode away from the big house, in a huge, black, shiny, chauffeur-driven-Cadillac—and half the way to the airport was through Rock Creek Park—woods and glens—as if no city existed. The roads were very quiet. Then the big parkway, the airport traffic, the crowded halls of the airport full of sailors, soldiers, children, mothers, an occasional nun-with a new wise look (maybe saying “I got laid at the Liturgical Conference”?).

 


And there does seem to be a sudden aura of erotic interest about nuns, priests, etc., tor in the airport I saw this rather attractive girl smiling at me. I was puzzled—didn’t know if she was someone I was supposed to recognize. When I found myself a window seat and sat down hoping to have another quiet trip, she came along, sat down next to me and started a conversation. She was just a rather sweet Kentucky girl from a small town, a junior in college, who had been on a trip east having fun in Philadelphia—where she had dated a kid who had just left the seminary. She was a Catholic girl, really quite attractive and sweet, and with no ulterior motives I could detect. The plane was slow—prop flight with a stop at Charleston—twice as long a flight as the one before—I bought her a couple of drinks which made all the small talk easier.

When the plane practically emptied in Charleston, I was a bit irked to miss the peace and quiet of being alone. On the other hand it was rather touching that she just enjoyed a simple conversation and picked a middle-aged priest to talk to!

I am certainly glad it was she that decided she wanted me for a companion and not some stupid idiot talking about real estate or something. On the other hand I’d be smarter to travel without the Roman collar—maybe I’d have more time to pray. A priest on a plane seems to be fair game for anyone.

 

Got into Louisville. Ron and Sally met me at the plane and we all went for another late supper with Fr. John Loftus at the Embassy Club, which (though the food was O.K.) struck me as the epitome of all that is stupid and expensive about suburbia. All the organ playing, the dull wives, the smell of money, the aura of boredom and phoniness, the expensive, unattractive clothes. The general plush ugliness of everything. Giving me some inkling of how utterly horrible things must now be back “home” in Douglaston or Great Neck! (Or, my God, Alaska!)

 

Finally, a crowning American ritual, sitting dead tired with a glass of bourbon in the lounge of the Franciscan Friary watching pro football on TV—at midnight!!

The Packers beat the Dallas Cowboys—and it was, I must say, damn good football because it was pre-season and many contracts depended on it.

Football is one of the really valid and deep American rituals. It has a religious seriousness which American religion can never achieve. A comic,  contemplative dynamism, a gratuity, a movement from play to play, a definitiveness that responds to some deep need, a religious need, a sense of meaning that is at once final and provisional: a substratum of dependable regularity, continuity, and an ever renewed variety, openness to new possibilities, new chances. It happens. It is done. It is possible again. It happens. Another play is decided, played out, “done” (replay for the good ones so you can really see how it happened) and that’s enough, on to the next one-until the final gun blows them out of a huddle and the last play never happens. They disperse. Cosmic breakup. Final score 31–27 is now football history. This will last forever. It is secure [underscored twice] in its having happened. And we saw it happen. We existed.

 

Now comes the other, more stupid, yet also more dangerous ritual: the Democratic Convention. I might have met Eugene McCarthy’s wife in Washington but she was at the hairdresser’s getting a hairdo for the convention.

August 27, 1968. Tuesday

Fine bright day. Reading the German book by Schumann on Indonesian Mysticism—lent me by Soedjatmoko. It is very fine.

A bit of Barthes on Voltaire. “The last happy writer.”

This afternoon there was a Council Meeting—Fr. Eudes will be Novice Master, Fr. Matthew, Master of Juniors, Fr. Timothy, Prefect of Studies.

I have heard nothing about the Democratic Convention—and will be surprised by nothing, except the nomination of McCarthy.

I had a typhus shot today. My arm is slightly sore—but I did not get sick as I did with the one for typhoid.

In a couple of days I must go to Louisville to get some clothes—and a back x-ray, and have Dr. Mitchell check what appears to be bursitis in my jaw! (It hurts when I eat.)

Letter from the Archbishop of Anchorage—the Vicar General will meet me at the plane—Northwestern Flight 3 from Chicago is the best-several pieces of property in mind. I can live in a trailer at the (contemplative) Precious Blood Nuns.

September 1, 1968. 13[th] Sunday after Pentecost

The Democratic Convention was celebrated with lusty police beatings of unarmed demonstrators and the general sentiment out is that the police were right because people should not protest. To protest is to threaten and indeed no distinction is made between the innocent protester and the assassin. They are all one. In the end Humphrey of course was nominated. So now the nation has three complete zeros to vote for-and does not seem aware that the “party system” no longer exists or means anything except as a pure empty ritual.

 

The day after Humphrey’s nomination I went in to Louisville to buy luggage and clothes, with the help and advice of Frank O’Callaghan.

 

Gene Meatyard with Madeline and Chris and Melissa came over today. We ate curry and drank daiquiris and listened to calypso music. Yesterday Bob and Hanna Shepherd came over. Everyone says: “Be sure to come back,” as if! might not. And really there is no reason to do so—if I can find another place, which is perfectly O.K. with Fr. Flavian. Today—for instance—constant rifle shooting to the north of my place—not exactly on monastery property. It seems may be a sort of rifle range has been set up beyond Boone’s?? A right-wing group? I don’t know or care. It is simply another indication of the way the wind blows here.

After the Meatyards had left I walked over to the big empty field beyond the soybeans on the Linton Farm—looked at the distant white farmhouse to the east, the high clouds.

Now I am back listening to the still mind in the dark, under the new moon.

I am too restless to do much reading. Only some things stick—a few pages on Hindu philosophy, on Java, etc. Can’t get any writing done. Yet, there are a couple of things to be finished.

 

What (very slowly) sinks into my mind is that soon I will really leave this place, to live for a long time out of a suitcase—everything I “have” will be within the 44lbs. a plane will take for you. Leaving my books, cottage, security, time to write, time to be alone, and going on where I don’t know, with only a few plans ahead that can all be changed. And that this may not be easy at all—in fact it might be very difficult. Certainly difficult to do well. It leaves me confused, and the only way to make sense of it is prayer.

I now have a flight booked out of Louisville on September 11. Nine days to get everything in order. Am supposed first to go to New Mexico, Christ in the Desert. I had them on the end of my itinerary, assuming I would come back here in February or March. Now I don’t know if! will come back at all. New Mexico is one of the places where I might evenmally settle. Dom Aelred has invited me to his place any time I want to come. I can live there as a hermit if I want to.

First I’ll look elsewhere!

But certainly the nights are silent there in that empty canyon.

September 3, 1968

Moon covered with mist (9 p.m.) and a yelling dog which I just upbraided. I can cry “Get out bastard” in the night, as I am leaving in a week.

Yesterday was a clear, beautiful, fall day-with not much shooting until evening.

Today they were at school. Only a few bona fide hunters were firing in the distance. It was relatively quiet.

And when it is quiet I see the beauty of the place again. But it is so seldom quiet that I must leave it.

I went over to Linton’s but I have blisters because of the yellow shoes. So I guess I don’t take the yellow shoes with me when I go.

 

Yesterday I finished the preface to [Amadee] Hallier’s Aelred [of Rievaulx]. Today I finished the first draft of the revised of Barthes for the Sewanee.

 

I sat up late reading Indonesian poets. Torn up by Chairil Auwas, W[illibrordus] S. Rendra, Sitor Simmorang. I hope I can meet Rendra-if he is still living in Jogjakarta. All that they say demonstrates Barthes’ stuff on “writing degree zero” and yet I suppose Indonesia too will come to that-and will have to.

 

Want to talk to Soedjatmoko and his family. I like them. It is hard to be without them. I had a day dream of him calling and my saying—“I am going to New Mexico—come there-we will watch the Apache fiesta together.”

I have a flight booked to Albuquerque a week from tomorrow.

 

I struggle in myself with my own future-and with the fear I will be discovered before I can get away (irrational)—or even that I may die or be shot. (If I am discovered-what difference does it make? It will all be announced next Wednesday anyhow!)

I see the absurdity of attachment to these fields. As if leaving them I would somehow be in jeopardy-what an attitude to cultivate!


 

But it is true, I am nervous, insecure, have blisters, and my allergy rages.

 

I wrote today to Ron Seitz to pick me up next Tuesday. I’ll sleep in the Friary at Bellarmine. Then to the plane. God be with me!

 

It is late. I must go to bed. I call to mind Dominique and her alleluias, and the shore. They sustain me.

September 5, 1968

Rainy, and therefore quiet-except that the guns were firing again (apart from hunters), from 3 to 6. Not at the lake-up the road-a little further away. Kids can’t afford to waste ammunition in such quantities-someone is giving it to them. An eerie business!

Strange that there was so little shooting on Labor Day.

Obviously, though, I’m through here. Why live on a rifle range?

 

A letter carne, by surprise, from Mrs. Jones-wife of the owner of Needle Rock, Bear Harbor, etc. They have made their September arrangement, whatever it was, and I can have Bear Harbor if I want it. They all agree to fix the place up, etc. I hate to disappoint them. The way things are shaping up in India are too good to be true. Harold Talbott5 has been living near the Ashram of the Dalai Lama, in close contact with his secretary, etc. And thinks the D. will provide me with cottage and guru with no trouble at all. In any case I am to see him-and now my plan is to return to India after Indonesia and take my time-maybe also go to Bhutan etc. Maybe a long retreat in the Himalaya.

 

I am trying to finish reading of important books I can’t take with me. Absorbed by Chogyam Trungpa’s Born in Tibet.6 I question Zaehner’s At Sundry Times. I think he is off target.


A fine lineup of names and addresses in Java from Soedjatmoko. Java too will he fine. One month will never be enough for that!

 

I have my tickets to Albuquerque, then to Anchorage. Passport still not hack with Indian and Indonesian visas.

September 6, 1968

Ed Rice drove in this afternoon in a battered blue Volkswagen. He had been as far west as Salt Lake City, back through Denver, Christ of the Desert, St. Louis, Southern Illinois, New Harmony, Indiana-and for the last two days he was doing a story on a blind seminarian in Louisville.

Fine pictures of India (people, beautiful people, though starving!), Cuba, everywhere. Much talk about India and above all Katmandu.

We had supper together in the hermitage, and after that his Volkswagen wouldn’t start though we rolled it until it went all the way down the steep hill. We left it at the bottom.

On the way back I said Office as the full moon rose.

For a moment, the first tip of the rising moon in the trees across the bottoms looked like a lighted palace. I thought some fabulous new building had suddenly been erected in the woods.

September 7, 1968

Dom Leclercq arrived today. He and I and Fr. Flavian had dinner and supper together and some good talks. We drove out in Ed Rice’s Volkswagen to the lake where the fish hatchery is, where it was quiet and cool. Talked of the Orient, of the student troubles in France, which will begin again in the fall-and all the rest.

After supper Ed and I walked out the front avenue, and ran into Andrew Boone, I inquired why his dogs were making so much noise at night around my house, and he said he was having them chase the deer because the bucks were raping his cows (sic) and causing them to miscarry! “The only thing to do is to chase them out of the country!” Maybe Andrew’s head has been a little addled by Southern racism. However, he gave me some information about all the shooting. “Eighteen men” (?) surrounded one of his cornfields and blasted at doves all afternoon-it was a real slaughter, he said. (Last Sunday.) As for the kids at the lake-they “have a mattress in the back of a station wagon for service.” Well, maybe!

I observed that no one likes to live next to a whorehouse and he felt my reaction was fair enough.

 


I have been reading a long report on a preparatory questionnaire for the Bangkok meeting. The usual—with some special slants. In my opinion, I don’t think Christian monasticism, as we now know it, has much future in Asia. Merely wearing saffron robes won’t do much good.

 

Tonight I wrote to Mother Myriam about the meeting at Redwoods.

September 9, 1968

Rainy and warm, a misty night of bells and insects.

It is hard to believe this is my last night at Gethsemani for some time—at least for several months.

Lest I regret going, the shooters were out again this afternoon, blasting off in the rain, and evidently in Boone’s cornfield. I can’t figure it out! Can’t be that many doves. But whereas you saw doves fly over in fives and sixes two weeks ago, now you see—and rarely—one alone. And it flies like mad from you into the far distance!

 

I have had several good talks with Fr. Flavian, especially when taking meals with him and Dom Leclercq in the Guesthouse. Certainly I am grateful to have such an Abbot. He marks a real progress.

He came up in the afternoon, left in my big yellow rain coat with a hesychast anthology on the Art of Prayer.

 

Bros. Maurice [Flood] and Patrick [Hart] with Phil Stark came up for Mass at the hermitage this morning and we had a good session at breakfast afterwards.

 

I go with a completely open mind, I hope without special illusions. My hope is simply to enjoy the long journey, profit by it, learn, change, and perhaps find something or someone who will help me advance in my own spiritual quest.

I am not starting out with a firm plan never to return or with an absolute determination to return at all costs. I do feel there is not much for me here at the moment and that I need to be open to lots of new possibilities. I hope I shall be! But I remain a monk of Gethsemani. Whether or not I will end my days here, I don’t know-and perhaps it is not so important. The great thing is to respond perfectly to God’s Will in this providential opportunity, whatever it may bring.


Best of all—from a letter from Bess Brigham (it came today). This was a sign in “a deep mountain town in Mexico”—on a flowered arch for some festival.


Welcome to those who come

In the name of glory

The Sons of the King

Greet you with consideration.



So I go wherever it is in the name of glory. That is enough!

 

And then (10:15) for some unknown reason Is it up late reading Robinson Jeffers, that Pacific Blake, and he is O.K. I am deeply moved by him, I abide by him!


We have climbed at length to a height, to an end, this end:

shall we go down again to Mother Asia?

Some of us will go down, some will abide, but we sought

More than to return to a mother. This huge, inhuman,

remote, unruled, this ocean will show us

The inhuman road, the unruled attempt, the remote lodestar….



“And the old symbols forgotten in the glory of that your hawk’s dream.”7 So-title!

 

Sent Geography of Lograire [to J. Laughlin] today.









PART IV

New Mexico, Alaska, California

September 1968–October 1968









 




September 11, 1968. Chicago Airport

Quiet in O’Hare. Gate G5. Waiting TWA to Albuquerque. Not in clericals.

Peace. Over the dirty cotton quilt that covered Indiana and Illinois.

When we left Louisville: talking to a nice Negro hostess who had approached me saying “Are you a philosopher?”

I did not see Louisville fall away—into its own semi-darkness.

 

The tensions of the night before. The noises. The shouts in the red den full of organ music. Finished, thank God. Was any of it my fault? Perhaps. Tommie O’C. and I tongue-lashed each other sadistically, all in “fun,” and I won. She ended up crying. It was no good.

So now that lies under the dirty [indecipherable] sludge of clouds, the blue sea full of drifting snow, cloud-floes. And the big brown-green river makes south.

Best exit: through the Brahanarandra—or Foramen of Monro.

 

Importance of Tibetan Book of Dead—the “clean passage,” direct, into a new space or area of existence—even in one’s “this present” life—clean unclogged steps into more maturity.

I stepped through a big mudhole. Like escaping through the window of a toilet.

 

It lifts. It talks. Meditation of the motors. Mantra. Om. Om Om Om over and over like a sea-cow. And sun sits on the page.

 

Great grey-green Limpopo. Om. Miles of olive prairie vanishing in smoke.

 

Very long Om. Lost in rushings, washings of air; drops, bumps. Long Om. Om.


 

Right over the land of the political pig: (Say OM!). Right over the grease of the death erasers: Nom de Dom.

 

Dominic had a coat. His heart was written on it. He gave it away to a friend. He was loved by a child and loved the child in return. He was not wrong. He loved in the wrong country—as did everybody else. The country gradually showed him a million-dollar pig. It had revealed to him the art of non-dying. It comes of wanting to live in Pork Barrel country. Out of it. Out of it is a good plane ride [to] a thundering death.

 

Four streaks of rat-colored smoke five miles long over the prairie. (Missouri?)


Thinking we can crack death with rollers.

Rivers, sweet sisters of earth-life, ignore the smoke.

Right up over the country of bad death

Grease fries all sky over

The numb

We too the numb we are up, up

Thinking we will cheat death

With cokes and coffee

And vodka martinis.

Right over the Snake river

Where the others once flew

In a correct sitting posture

And let the mind float free

And grabbed with all their might

(The grabbing was itself release and light.)



“The humming, rolling and crackling noises before and up to fifteen hours after death…recognized by Grünewald in 1618 and referred to by other writers.”

(Govinda—in Evans—Wentz—TBD1)


Roaring of the six lokas: around the mind, body (in it)

pride

jealousy

sloth (ign rance)

anger

greed

lust.

(as it reaches out with tickets in hand)

The man who smokes and drinks and does not know he is dead. Thinks he is still alive, smoking and drinking, 12 hours after death—or12 days.

“The deceased expressed a desire for a dream cigar.”

The haunted natives hastened to provide a smoke and some drinks.

“The Sahib’s grave was found carefully fenced in and covered with empty whiskey and beer bottles…. The dead Sahib’s ghost had caused much trouble…. The ghost craved whiskey and beer to which it had been long habituated in the flesh…. The people purchased the same brands which the Sahib was known to have used…and poured them out regularly upon the grave. Finding this kept the ghost quiet they continued the practice in self-defense.”

(Evans-Wentz, lxxvi)

Send G[eorgia] O’K[eeffe]


Conjectures [of a Guilty Bystander] [The liVtly of] Chuang Tzu Monks Pond



[Send to Christ of the Desert] monastery


Monks Pond III. IV.




Now

Now

Now

OM

Over country

Of good death

Indian

Country

Now—canyons.

A lake signaled to me, (Blue lake perhaps?)

Flashed in my

(Mind’s) eye.

“Do battle

With the mind

Conquer

The mind.

Let the spirit


Go free.”

But who?



September 12, 1968

Back in a clear mind. Chama Canyon. The river is low. I was in the cold water. Feel clean. Awake. Sitting in soft sand. Where has that big red dog gone? He fought a wasp and scattered sand and mud all over my clothes.

 

Georgia O’Keeffe—a woman of extraordinary quality, [a]live, full of resiliency, awareness, quietness. One of the few people one ever finds (in this country at least) who quietly does everything right. Perfection of her house and patio on ghost ranch, low, hidden in desert rocks and vegetation, but with an extraordinary view of the mountains—especially the great majestic mesa of Pedernal.

 

“The mystery of the self’s nature remains ever unsolved to those who are in the empirical plane.”

“The conditions of empirical knowledge all disappear and then the self requires its proper nature.”

(H. Brattacharyya)

I.e., the self is not known within nature.

(Prakriti)

The true self is “supernatural” (but they don’t use that term).

“The realm of the knowable begins to shrink without affecting the sense of the known.”

The self (Purusa)—a spiritual essence which is experience itself without the attributes and limitations of empirical personality. Language was not devised to indicate this spiritual condition!

HB.

September 13, 1968

A journey is a bad death if you ingeniously grasp or remove all that you had and were before you started, so that in the end you do not change in the least. The stimulation enables you to grasp more raffishly at the same, familiar, distorted illusions.

You come home only confirmed in greater greed—with new skills (real or imaginary) for satisfying it.

I am not going “home.”

The purpose of this death is to become truly homeless.


Bardo of small bad hermitage, empty smell, quiet musty, a cobweb, some cardboard boxes.

Very quiet. Good river. Good cliffs.

Blue clouds arising after noon. Silence!

The big red dog, wet ears full of burrs, his stomach roaring with some grass he had eaten while I was swimming.

Go on! Go on!

There is no place left.

 

The Yoga of Patanjali is not introspective, because introspection finds a self as object and finds only Buddhi, Ahamkara. These are illusory self, reflection of true self perhaps, distorted reflection. The subject is unknowable. (For Buddhism—there is no subject. Better?)

 

Prepare new dreams. Be liberated from the old ones. Then at last—NO dreams!

 

When asked what you see from the top of Pedernal, Georgia O’Keeffe said, “You see the whole world.”

 

Looking out at the red cliffs, and the hillsides covered with ponderosa pine and cedar, framed in the cell window. A sense of convalescence, of inner health returning. Glad to be here at Christ of the Desert!

 

“Insight and detachment are synonymous as far as objects of sense are concerned.”

(Brattacharyya)

Yoga: to develop the power of the mind so as to see that their use is futile and that they cannot grasp or experience the Known.

To free the knower from his “knowing”—not just from his error.

For the “Known”—to know is not to know but to be.

 

Plato: vision ofEr: a soul comes forward to choose its destiny. The choice is American: “He who had first choice came forward and in a moment chose the greatest tyranny; his mind having been darkened by folly and sensuality, he had not thought out the whole matter before he chose and did not at first perceive that he was fated, among other evils, to devour his own children…. Now he was one of those who came from heaven and in a former life had dwelt in a well-ordered state, but his virtue was a matter of habit only and he had no philosophy….”

 

Two Hell’s Angels on the highway out of Santa Fe, their motorcycles by the road, and they heading off together into the bushes, looking fairly jovial, with vast blond beards and naked chests.

 

Tom Carlyle halted the rattling Volkswagen with a stove inside and a plaster-mixer in tow, to speak to a friend in a pickup coming down from the other direction. They decided together that the mixer would make good adobe.

 

Today I am in a quiet, cool spot, in the shade of cottonwoods, short green grass, the red mesa to the right, forest in front, big vast mesa (Mesa del Viejo) behind. A profusion of yellow: flowering shrubs; sweet smell of sagebrush; the gentle contemplative song of crickets. A beautiful autumn!

 

It is the yearning after sangsaric [samsaric] existence that is the cause of both gods and demons “appearing”—gives them existence.

Enlightenment = realizing unreality, facticity, of sangsaric [samsaric] existence.

Yoga—necessary for enlightenment.

 

“There is, disciples, a realm devoid of earth and water, fire and air. It is not endless space, nor infinite thought, nor nothingness, neither ideas nor non-ideas. Not this world nor that is it. I call it neither a coming nor a departing, nor a standing still, nor death nor birth; it is without a basis, progress or stay; it is the ending of sorrow.”

“For that which clingeth to another there is a fall; but unto that which clingeth not no fall can come.”

(Buddha)

Enlightenment at death = recognition of one’s own formless intellect as “The Clear Light” and reality itself. The naked consciousness = the liberated self: but attachment to existence makes us refuse it.

 

Except for a sonic boom monstrous enough to bring down half a cliff—though what I heard roaring up the canyon was not falling rocks but only the echo (at least I suppose so).


 

The soft, guttural exclamations of a crow emphasize the silence—and the peace of knowing that, but for the four or five at the monastery a mile or two away, there’s nobody else for miles around.

 

I crossed the swinging plank—and cable bridge over the Chama and looked at the ruined farm house on the other side. Came back here where the shade is better. The crickets sing. The breeze is sweet in the cottonwood.

September 16, 1968

Plane over Colorado, Kansas or somewhere.

This morning I stood on the roof of Don Devereux’s small adobe house, among all the other small houses, in Acequia Madre at S[anta]F[e]. The lucid green mountains, the clear dawn behind them…

Below, the small but comfortable bed—the four sleeping persons—Virginia, the Armenian girl, interested in Jung and astrology—Don, Eileen, their little blond child Erik.

 

Two days on the Jicarilla Apache reservation, for their September fiesta—a Feast of Tabernacles—leafy booths to eat under, tents to sleep in, scattered all over the wide valley by Stone Lake—campfires and their smoke mixing with the dust of hundreds of cars and pickups, blowing across the empty danceground.

 

The “shade” of the family where Nelson Martinez (a Catholic Apache, slightly drunk) took us: Pearl Montoya and others cooking chili on the wood stove. Brisk wind blowing all the fires—and cool in the dusk. Lovely little Indian children everywhere.

September 16, 1968

Very bumpy flying. Passengers with blue tubes in their ears listen to Muzak—or some recorded music.

“The Great Deliverance by hearing while on the after-death plane….”

 

If the dying man should attend consciously to the symptoms of death in himself, the living man should attend to the symptoms both of life and death in himself. For instance—hyperactivity of my gut, which is trying to be too alive is ultimately destructive.


Good fortune. Two Entero-Vioforms [tablets]—administered by Eileen—and advice on diet. She thought I got dysentery eating chili, stew and hamburgers with the Jicarilla.

Better to eat less from now on, more carefully, less obsessively. And be more indifferent about food.

 

Over Kansas (?) (the factories)—clouds tinted with nickels—precious chemistry—magenta from some industry.

 

Over Missouri (?) the clouds are packed like snow.

 

To the Jicarilla Reservation:

First a stop at Park View at the house of G. Abeyta, the accountant for the Indians. A lavish breakfast. Small churches, deserted houses, ghost villages, in a wide valley.

The pink dilapidated courthouse of Tierra Amarilla—the scene of Tijerina’s raid-(the district attorney escaped, hiding in the attic rafters).

Distant noble cliffs of Brazos Peak. Someone in the back seat tells something of the waterfall where the snows melt in May.

Distant peaks in Colorado.

Narrow gauge railway almost abandoned.

An abandoned coal mine.

A brown, dilapidated wooden morada where the penitents meet to scourge themselves.

Abeyta’s blind grandmother, speaking cheerful, clear, carefully pronounced Spanish.

 

Dulce—reservation town—neat houses. The Indians prosper (they have oil and gas wells). Abeyta lives across from the Dutch Refonned Church. (Catholic Church—spanking new—up the road, nearer the rock of which pieces fell in “the earthquake” of two years ago.) (Fr. Gregory [Christ of the Desert monk] and I concelebrate there early Sunday.)

 

Kozlowski, the Superintendent of the Indian Agency, has been in Alaska. Talks not so much of Alaskan Indians as of Fr. Llorente of Cordova Ala (Spanish Jesuit) who knows the Indians pretty well. K. has adopted two eskimo children and they are utterly lovely, especially the little girl, Veronica.

 


Out to Stone Lake—interesting wooded cuesta [hill] south of Dulce—peaks of shelved and eroded and inclined sandstone standing in line over the valley. Broad sweep of pasture and forest. Cars on dusty road.

September 17, 1968. [En route to Alaska]

Chicago was rainy. Celebrated the F[east] of the Stigmatization of St. Francis at the new Poor Clare convent—after talking to them the evening before. Wind. View of woods on one side. Distant city on the other.

First—went down to see the old empty convent on S. Loftus Street. High brick walls, empty corridors, brick courtyard. Church with no more adoration.

 

We took off an hour late, big plane full of children, heading for Anchorage, Tokyo and Seoul. Flew up slowly out of the dark into the brilliant light, this Bardo of pure sky. (Clouds full of planes seeking Chicago in the dark.)

 

Bardo Thodol—your own true nature confronts you as Pure Truth, “subtle, sparkling, bright, dazzling, glorious, and radiantly awesome like a mirage moving across a landscape in springtime…. Be not terrified…. From the midst of that radiance the natural sound of Reality, reverberating like a thousand thunders simultaneously sounding, will come. That is the natural sound of thine own real self. Be not daunted thereby nor terrified.”2

Hot towels. Man (Peace Corps) talking about Bangkok, Singapore, learning awareness, State Department, to one of the mothers—his wife Japanese? A beautiful little baby which she keeps lifting up over her head (and now feeding from bottle).

 

“Hermit cells” in Poor Clare monastery. The Red Bam nearby. The man in the grey shirt crouching in the wood (Cleveland—a bar owner, bartender, whore and another, kidnapped, shot in the park, found by joggers). The old Poor Clare convent. Sister with the ulcered leg feared that if the convent were left unguarded teen-agers would break in the graveyard and dig up the dead.


Bardo Thodol “The experiencing of reality”


After missing the clear light: 4 days, 4 Buddhas, 4 nights.

water—white light of Akshobhya

anger—makes one fly to “dull smoke colored light of hell”

earth—yellow light of Ratna-Sambhava

egotism—“preference for dull bluish light from human world”

fire—red light of Amitabha

attachment—dull red light of Preta-loka

air—green light of Amogha-Siddhi

jealousy—dull green—Asura-loka (quarreling and warfare)



But—“The forty-two perfectly endowed deities issuing from within thy heart, being the product of thine own pure love, will come to shine. Know them!”

“If thou art frightened by the pure radiance of Wisdom and attracted by the impure lights of the six Lokas…thou wilt be whirled round and round (in Sangsara [Samsara]) and made to taste the suffering thereof.”

 

Meanwhile, however, there was something impressive about the old empty rooms and corridors, with here and there an ancient statue lamenting the emptiness, the dark. One felt that it was a place where prayer had “been valid.” Even the old brick walls of the outside were impressive.

And this morning old Sr. Margaret was starting out in the rain to go begging (for food, in stores).

 

A while ago we were over miles of Canadian lakes, blue, blue-green, and brown, with woods between, an occasional road. Still three hours from Anchorage. Two—probably from Alaska. Clouds again, packed thick, quilted, beneath us.

 

I borrowed the letters of Miller and Durrell3 from Ron S[eitz] and don’t feel like reading them. The first one, with Durrell putting down Ulysses (saying Tropic of Cancer was better) turned me off.


(More lakes down below, between clouds. Olive green, wild stretches of watery land.)

 

The young Apaches were racing to give back energy to the sun. The clan that was fastest was the best painted and their first [runner] was like an African antelope with long yellow streamers flying from his head and a mirror in the center of his forehead.

 

From Knowledge-Holders each “holding a crescent knife and skull filled with blood, dancing and making the mudra of fascination.”

Glad to be not in Kentucky. But here over this blanket of cold cloud hiding lakes.

The bands of the Mothers, the Dakinis, sliding upon solid cloud.

Ecce dabit voci suae vocem virtutis, date gloriam Deo super Israel, magnificentia ejus, et virtus ejus in nubibus. [Listen, he sends out his voice, his mighty voice; ascribe power to God, whose majesty is over Israel, and whose power is in the skies.]

—Psalm 67[68]33–34

(The wrathful deities are peaceful deities returning in menacing form, blood drinkers, emerging from the excitements of the dead brain. “Recognition—of one’s own self in such forms!—becometh more difficult!”)

The high plane over the north is a dinning orchestra of conch shells, thigh-bone trumpets, drums, cymbals—a lama orchestra such as one hears when pressing shut the ears. Also a cosmic hissing—not to mention the crying of babies and the gabble of human conversation (and afternoon perfumes).

Shades close out the Canada sun, the afternoon and the brute big shining masses of the jet engines stand out fiercely blue-black above the cloud.

“At the same time a dull blue light from the brute world will come to shine along with the Radiance of Wisdom…”

 

Flight yoga. Training in cosmic colors.

Dull, concise bronze of ginger ale.

Last night, choosing the scotch Fr. Xavier [Carroll] offered was as silly as a choice of smoke, and I had smoke in my head when I awoke.

Ginger ale has in it perfume of stewardess.

In the war-plane’s music, the natural sound of truth thunders—but very differently. Equivocally.


 

Cries of “Slay, slay and awe-inspiring mantras…[but] flee not.” I close my eyes and see the colors of Indian blankets.

 

The little Japanese baby cries with a fine clear shining cry, prolonged, un-choking, a curving repeated descant, well punctuated with good breaths.

 

The black falsely jeweled souvenir aprons of the Indian runners.

Fine snow-covered mountains lift their snowledges into a gap of clouds and I am exhilarated with them. Salute the spirit dwellings. Spirit-liftings come up out of the invisible land. The little boy also is playing his telephone.

 

First sight of mountains of Alaska, strongly ribbed, through cloud. Superb blue of the gulf, indescribable ice patterns. Bird wings, vast, mottled, long black streamers, curves, scimitars, lyre bird tails.

 

I am here in answer to someone’s prayer.

September 18, 1968. Engle River

ALASKA—the Convent of the Precious Blood—surrounded by woods, with a highway (too) near. The woods of Alaska—marvelous—deep in wet grass, fern, rotten fallen trees, big-leaved thorn scrub, yellowing birch, stunted fir, aspens. Thick. Humid. Lush. Smelling of life and of rot. Rich undergrowth, full of mosses, berries—and probably (in other seasons) flowers. The air is now here cool and sharp as late November in the “outside” (i.e. “the States,” “lower 48”).

 

The convent chapel looks out through big windows at birch, a purple and green mountainside. Quiet.

Sense of belonging here. The spirit of the community is good. They will move to a better site. This is a nice house but has “a water problem.”

 

I turn a page. The eagle feather dropped by one of the Apache runners, slides, volatile, across the slick desk.

 

Priests of Alaska, friendly, generous. After the workshop will look for places.



Cordova and Fr. Llorente4

Valdez.

Islands.

A place looking at “The Big One” (McKinley).

A place called what—Hutchinson? Cunningham?

No. Dillingham. Now in the

same time zone as Anchorage.



MOSAIC: ALASKA PAPER AND FUNNIES


Burning bon fires review by Assembly

A borough ordinance will face junkheap or major overhaul

Split assembly into snarling rural and urban

Camps writes Stephen Brent of our News

Staff. And in Dallas

Wallace5 had a big day Tuesday

Dramatic increase “He’s moving up

Fast” said a strategist and

“Garbage burned further away

Would be prohibited if

It created a nuisance”—

“When I was Governor of Alabama I met

Nelson Rockefeller and George Romney and some

Of those others and they didn’t impress me.”

Then four died in

Alaska planes

(Skwentna River

Kenai Penin.

Sula)

“He passed over the smoke in an attempt

To see where it was coming from.”

And it was from Curtis LeMay

Speaking in the Anchorage Westward Hotel.


Also in Kenai

Many are now

Wearing Wallace buttons.




Gavora 37 owns the Market Basket Supermarket in Fairbanks.

And ferry service between Alaska and Seattle

Will be doubled.

A post is filled.

A Time Zone is changed.

Next Sunday

A Fall Dance is held

With music furnished by

Fantastic Zoot and Bros. Gundy Rose.

The public is invited

To hear Sen. Nick Begich6

(And of course Gen. Curtis LeMay

On Vietnam)

(Funnies)

“Come I will take you to my Unde who was fired.”

“Good.”

“Uncle Salvador

Señor Sawyer is not

What we thought.”

“Something is wrong at the mine.”

Uncle Salvador remains proud

And turns away (Thinks): “You’ll get

No help from me!”

Says: “Why are they flooding

The exploratory channel

At the 3700 foot level?”




Tigers win pennant

Drenched in champagne while


Crowds in darkness chant

“We want Tigers.”

On this day (Wednesday Sept. 18)

Aries shall “utilize showmanship

Dress up product” and Taurus should

“Strive to be specific—no beating

Around the bush.” Gemini “be complete

Not fragmentary.” LIBRA

(Well frankly it’s a good day for Libra with “a Virgo individual Tonight”)

“Romantic interests are spurred…”

All is glamor today for lucky

Libra. And Scorpio should stop grumbling

“About overtime.”

And final word

To Aries “Compile facts.”

As to Aquarius (my own

Self in workshop) “Necessity of public

Relations. Some around you are ultra-

Sensitive. Older person

Wants to be heard!” (I pray that’s Mother Rita Mary!)

Russian space ship returns from moon.

Helicopter shot down in Vietnam.

Students rioting in Mexico City (for days).

Fair today, high in fifties (again).

Turned it off before the football news came on.



First Ecstasy of Rama Krishna7

One day in June or July when he was six years old he was walking along a narrow path between ricefields, eating puffed rice from a basket. He looked up at the sky and saw a beautiful storm cloud, and a flight of snow white cranes passing in front of it, above him. He lost consciousness and fell into a faint at the beauty of it. A peasant found him with rice scattered all about and carried him home.


September 19, 1968. Alaska

Louisville—Christ of the Desert—Jicarilla Apache Reservation—Santa Fe—Chicago—Anchorage—Eagle River Convent.

I am now here on a bright cold morning and the first thin dusty snow is on the lower hills. Mt. McKinley is visible in the distance from the Precious Blood Convent. Next to which I live in a trailer (very comfortable).

 

On the morning of the 10th I went down to the monastery for the last time to get some money, pick up mail, say goodbye to Fr. Flavian, Bros. Maurice and Patrick. No one else much knew anything about my departure. Ron Seitz came about ten. A grey cool, fall morning. We drove into Louisville. I got travelers checks, medicine in St. Matthews. An AWOL bag for camera, second pair of shoes, etc. Afternoon—a shower and short rest at O’Callaghans and in the evening a supper send-off party that probably could have been better done without. But no matter. Dan Walsh was there and I hadn’t seen him for a long time. I slept at St. Bonaventure’s Friary and got out early in the morning. Flew to Chicago, then Albuquerque.

I was met at the airport in Albuquerque by Tom Carlyle, a very likable hippie type who is staying at Christ of the Desert and working for them. A really good, sincere, spiritual person. One of the best. We drove up in his Volkswagen—dragging a plaster mixer with which he plans to make adobe brick for the monks.

Two days’ retreat in the canyon. Swam in the cold Chama.

Then to the Jicarilla Apache encampment feast on the reservation near Dulce. A feast of Tabernacles. Booths of boughs, tents and campfires everywhere. Then the race the next day. Back to Santa Fe. Slept at the Devereuxs’ in Reyena Madre. Low adobe house. Supper at the Pink Adobe—good curry but too much of it.

Flew from Albuquerque to Chicago (last sight of distant Pedernal quite clear!). Rain in Chicago. Went to the new Poor Clare convent and gave them a talk; liked the architecture. Ed Noonan, the architect, came for Mass next day—I concelebrated with Fr. Xavier Carroll who took me to the plane—with one of the Sisters who was leaving.

The Northwest plane for Anchorage, Tokyo and Seoul was late getting started. Crowded with families, American and ]apanese, returning to Asia. I felt for the first time that Asia was getting close!

The flight to Alaska was mostly over clouds. Quiet. A soldier on the outside seat; the middle seat of the three empty. We didn’t talk except for a little bit just before landing. (He said Anchorage wasn’t any colder in winter than Syracuse, N.Y., but that there was a lot of snow.)

The clouds opened over Mt. St. Elias and after that I was overwhelmed by the vastness, the patterns of glaciers, the burnished copper sheen of the sun on the bright blue sea. The shore line. The bare purple hills. The high mountains full of snow, the dark islands stark in the sun—burnish on the water.

We swung slowly down into Anchorage and got out into cold, clear, autumn air. Everywhere the leaves have turned. Gold of the aspens and birches everywhere.

Without going actually into Anchorage we (Msgr. [John] Lunney met me) drove out on Route 1 to the convent, at Eagle River.

It is a nice house among the birches, at the foot of low mountains, looking out through the trees toward Cook Inlet and Mount McKinley—the nuns may move in a few months as the place is not quite suitable.

I have a sense of great warmth and generosity in the clergy here. The Archbishop is away at Juneau but will be back next week—all are very eager to help and I feel they are eager to have me settle here. Meanwhile I’m busy on a workshop with the nuns. They are a good community, and like all, they have their troubles.

 

This afternoon—in the sun at the foot of a birch, in the bushes near the monastery at a point where you can see Mt. McKinley and Mt. Foraker—great, silent and beautiful presence in the afternoon sun.

September 21, 1968. Eagle River

“One will understand the extent to which the anthropological realities of our everyday experiences are deformed by sin and correspond little to the pure norms of the new creation which is being realized in the Church. Actually, the individual who possesses a part of nature and reserves it for himself, the subject who defines himself by opposition to all that which is not ‘I,’ is not the person or hypostasis who shares nature in common with others and who exists as person in a positive relationship to other persons. Self-will…is not identical to the will of the new creation—to the will which one finds in renouncing oneself, in the unity of the Body of Christ, wherein the canons of the Church make us recognize a common and individual will. Not the properties of an individual nature, but the unique relationship of each being with God—a relationship by the Holy Spirit and realized in grace—is what constitutes the uniqueness of a human person.”8

September 22, 1968. Sunday

6 a.m. on KHAR Anchorage; Alaskan Golden Nugget Potatoes respectfully suggest that we worship God since we are a nation under God and want to build a stronger America. Nugget Potatoes are glad of this opportunity to “voice this thinking.” A good thought from a respectful potato.

 

Yesterday—end of worship—visit of Precious Blood priests—not without a song and Ole Man River. Evening—to the army base at Ft. Richardson—like city of shiny apartments—bourbon on the rocks—tarpon fishing on TV—wild ducks in slow motion flight—memories of Brooklyn. And supper at the Air Force base at Elmendorf (like city of shiny apartments). Heated argument between conservative and progressive clergy and laity: which is better: to kneel for communion or to stand?

September 23, 1968

Anchorage Daily News advises Aquarius to read travel folders. I thumb through my tickets to Los Angeles, Honolulu, Bangkok, Calcutta, Katmandu…and am eager to get going.

Climbed a mountain behind the convent, and looked out over the vast valley—Mt. McKinley—the Alaska Range—far off Redoubt Volcano and Iliamna.

Today I go to Cordova.

 

Graffiti in toilet—Anchorage Airport.

On the whole much more tame than usual.

For instance: “Vote for Nixon”—(spelled NIXION)

“Peace and good will to your fellow men!”

Someone declares he is on his way to Vietnam.

Another states: “Missouri is best.”

Which draws the only dirty comment: “For assholes.”

On the whole a very genteel set of announcements and no pictorial matter.

Another graffiti “Hickel has crabs” (Hickel is the governor).


September 23, 1968. Cordova

Landed at the cool, lovely airfield shortly after dawn. Still freezing. I rode into town on the airport bus—a school bus—with a bunch of duck hunters, very voluble about their luck and about the good weather which is bad for them as the ducks and geese have not begun to move south.

Ducks in the water of the Copper River Delta.

 

I find St. Joseph’s Church, no one around. I walk in the rectory and after a while Fr. Llorente arrives—a remarkable person, a Spanish Jesuit who got himself sent to the Yukon 30 years ago and has been in Alaska ever since—has become a sort of legend in the region. He was going to leave to work with Mexican migrants in California, but was needed for Cordova…He stayed.

A small fishing town between steep mountains and blue water—a highway on one side, and Eyak Lake around at the back.

I have no hesitation in saying Eyak Lake seemed perfect in many ways-for a place to live. The quiet end of it is several miles back in the mountains, completely isolated, silent. Wild geese were feeding there. Great silver salmon were turning red and dying in shallows where they had spawned (some had been half eaten by bears). Bears would be the only problem but Fr. Llorente said they were not grizzlies. A few cabins nearer town were attractive. Also the way was impressive.

Other ideas of Fr. Llorente: Yakutat and a shrine (abandoned) of the Little Flower outside Juneau (many sea lions there).

 

Plans had been for me to go to Kenai Peninsula and Kodiak tomorrow but I am going to Matanuska Valley instead.

September 24, 1968. Valdez (Valdeez)

At the far end of a long blue arm of water, full of islands. The bush pilot flies low over the post office thinking it to be the Catholic Church—to alert the priest we are arriving.

The old town of Valdez, wrecked by earthquake, tidal wave. Still some buildings leaning into shallow salt water. Others, with windows smashed by a local drunkard. I think I have lost the roll of film I took in Valdez and the mountains (from the plane).

 

Most impressive mountains I have seen in Alaska: Drum and Wrangell and the third great massive one whose name I forget, rising out of the vast birchy plain of Copper Valley. They are sacred and majestic mountains, ominous, enormous, noble, stirring. You want to attend to them. I could not keep my eyes off them. Beauty and terror of the Chugach. Dangerous valleys. Points. Saws. Snowy nails.

September 26, 1968. Anchorage

Noises as the bishop’s house awakes—noise of heat tapping in the walls, of water running, of plates being set, of the feet of domestic prelates on carpeted floors, creaking of floorboards where there is movement overhead to left and to right. Feet on stairs. Cutlery. Crockery. Planes coming down to FAA airport beyond the birches outside.

 

Today I fly to Juneau with Archbishop Ryan. Then to Ketchikan tomorrow and back to Anchorage Saturday.

Sound of chapel door closing as Bishop comes down to say his office before breakfast (Mass tonight—concelebration in Juneau).

The bishop’s house is warm and quiet. It smells of bacon.

 

Plane grounded. We cannot go to Juneau where the Archbishop had planned a clergy conference and concelehration this evening. Flight tomorrow perhaps to Yakutat.

 

Haircut in Anchorage Westward Hotel. Manuel, an artist in hairstyles, found little to do on me, but spoke of what he had learned about wigs in Heidelberg. “Inexpensive!” He emphasized this. A nasty hint!

 

The Bishop is tired and will go to rest—which is only right. I write postcards and letters. Letter to Fr. Flavian on an electric typewriter in the Chancery Office (second one. A better report than yesterday’s).

 

I walk briefly through the streets of Anchorage, viewing the huge lift of land after the 1964 earthquake, looking out at the barges drilling for oil in Cook Inlet. The mountains to the west are hidden in fog and snow clouds. Behind the city, the tops are powdered with clean snow.

 

I have a reservation for San Francisco on the 2nd. Plan to sleep there. A letter came from Suzanne B.,9 so maybe I’ll have supper with her. She said she had read in Ralph Gleason’s column that I had left the monastery and was going to Tibet. October 3rd I am supposed to go to Santa Barbara, and have a conference at the Center [for Democratic Institutions] on the 4th (no—3rd).

 

Behind Palmer: Pioneer Peak, badly named, tall and black and white in the snow—mist, rugged armatures, indestructible, great. It vanishes into snow cloud as we retreat up the valley into birch flats. McKinley hidden.

The log house of Mr. and Mrs. Peck by the windy lake. Clouds of blowing aspen and birch leaves fly across the lawn. Mr. Peck with an army field jacket and a good Dutch cigar—brought by the big silent boy from KLM who sits with a bottle of bourbon in the shadows of the kitchen.

 

Mrs. Peck’s sister has half finished an enormous jigsaw puzzle which occupies a whole table. Mrs. Peck, a lovely, ageless Eskimo woman, plump, broad Asian smile, like the faces of Nepalese tribes in the book I saw today (Anchorage Public Library).

September 27, 1968. Yakutat

Bay with small islands. Driving rain on the docks. A few fishing boats. Beat-up motorboats, very poor. An old battered green rowboat called The Jolly Green Giant.

It is a village of Indians, with an FAA station nearby. Battered houses. A small Indian girl opens the door of the general store. Looks back at us as we pass. Cannery buildings falling down. Old tracks are buried in mud and grass. A dilapidated building was once a “roundhouse” though it is a large rectangle. After that, all there is is a long straight gravel road pointing in the mist between tall hemlocks out into the nowhere where more of the same will be extended to a lumber operation. The woods are full of moose, and black bear, and brown bear, and even a special bear found only at Yakutat—the glacier bear (or blue bear).

Frank Ryman had in his lodge the skin of a wolf—as big as a small bear.

Yakutat has plenty of wolves and coyotes, besides bears.

And in the village are many murders.

Tlingit Indians.

Here there was once a Russian penal colony. It was wiped out by the Indians.

Yakutat—one of the only—perhaps the only place that is on Yukon time. All the other places have adopted one of the other timebelts, Anchorage or Pacific.


September 27, 1968. Juneau

Alone in the empty bishop’s house at Juneau (he has retired10—the see is vacant) after concelebration, dinner, and conference at the Cathedral. Driving rain, and a long spectacular thin waterfall down the side of the mountain becomes, in a concrete channel outside the house, the fastest torrent I have ever seen. It must he running fifty miles an hour into the choppy hay.

 

This morning—we flew in bad weather to Yakutat, came down out of thick clouds on to a shore full of surf and hemlock and muskeg. Desolate airstrip.

Frank Ryman drove us into the village to show me the village. Broken down houses, mostly inhabited by Tlingit Indians, an old fish cannery, and a small dock with a few fishing boats on a lovely broad bay with islands. Everything seemed covered with hemlock. Driving rain, mountains invisible. Frank Ryman has a quarter acre of land he offered me—and it is enough to put a trailer on. But it is right at the edge of the village. If I lived there I would become very involved in the life of the village and would probably become a sort of pastor.

 

We left Yakutat after dinner (at Ryman’s “lodge” out at the airstrip), flew in rain to Juneau which turns out to be a fascinating place clinging to the feet of several mountains at the edge of a sort of fjord. I never saw such torrential rain as met us when we got out of the plane!

Earlier in the week; visit Cordova on Monday. The road that goes around to the back of Eyak Lake is one of the most beautiful places in Alaska—silent, peaceful, among high mountains, wild geese and ducks on the flats. Perhaps in many ways the best place I have seen so far. The hay there, too, is magnificent.

 

Tuesday we flew with a bush pilot—over the mountains and glaciers to Valdez. Then up through the pass in the Chugach to Copper Valley and Copper Center school, with the Wrangell Mountains beyond it. And down again through the Matanuska Valley to Anchorage.


Generous hospitality of Archbishop Ryan in Anchorage. I have been staying at his house since Tuesday night. A comfortable bed in the basement where he also has his bar. He is from New York and has a New York humor and urbanity.

 

Whatever else I may say—it is clear I like Alaska much better than Kentucky and it seems to me that if I am to be a hermit in the U.S., Alaska is probably the place for it. The SE is good—rain and all. I have still to go out to Western Alaska—and missed Kodiak where there is, I hear, an old Russian hermit. (Last week I saw the Russian church in the Indian village of Eklutna, up the road from the convent.)

 

Last Sunday I climbed a mountain behind the convent, guided by a boy who knew the trail. Very tired after it!

 

Wednesday and Thursday—wrote letters in the Chancery Office at Anchorage, two of them to Fr. Flavian, trying to describe Alaska.

September 28, 1968. Juneau

Green walls of mountains in the rain. Lights of the Federal building in rainy dusk. Narrow streets ending up against a mountain. A towering waterfall snaking down out of the clouds. Green.

Blue-green Juneau. The old cathedral. The deserted hospital. The deserted hotel. The deserted dock. The deserted school. We met Senator Gruening11 in the airport and shook his hand. Famous people are never as tall as you expect.

 

Night in the comfortable bishop’s house. Torrent in the channel outside. Sound of water racing smooth and even at fifty miles an hour into the bay. I oversleep. Get up just in time to put a few clothes on—but not to shower—before Fr. Manske12 arrives (7:30) with the car to take me out along the shore. The clouds lift a little and beyond the green islands are vague, snow-covered peaks. A beautiful channel full of islands.


September 29, 1968. [Feast of] St. Micheal

Quiet Sunday morning in the (empty) bishop’s house. Anchorage. Rain. Wet carpet of fallen birch leaves. Wind. Gulls. Long road going off past a gravelpit toward Providence Hospital where I preached a day of recollection today. More and more leaves fall. Everyone’s at Palmer, celebrating St. Michael and the Parish.

 

Talking of the changing of nun’s names (at Mother House) Sister Charity said: “Those who have mysteries have to change.” Others were interested in the rigors of Trappist life, sleeping in underwear. A Kodiak grey nun knew Abbot Obrecht. There’s always someone, somewhere who knows a Trappist.

Noise of heat walking around in the walls. I am hungry.

 

The empty house of bishops. Quiet. False flowers and false autumn weeds in a bunch on the table. Empty coke can. Two Sundays ago I was driving down from the Jicarilla reservation to Santa Fe. One Sunday ago tired from climbing the mountain at Eagle River.

 

“All the Sisters who have mysteries have to be changed?” And they are delighted at my monastic nickname “Uncle Louie.” But the Bishop would prefer more reverence, more decorum. However, he says nothing. At Mass today I did not give the nuns the kiss of peace for fear of the Bishop. Several of the Precious Blood Sisters came with bangs—a slightly different hairdo.

 

There were three or four copies of Ave Maria on the table but I did not get to look at them to see if my statement on draft record burning was there.13 Nor have I had any repercussions. A letter from Phil Berrigan (Allentown Prison, Pa.) was forwarded from Gethsemani. He does not mind prison life. But demonstrations and draft card burnings are not understood: they help Wallace. Is it possible he may be President? Yes, possible.


September 29, 1968. Anchorage. 17th Sunday after Pentecost

Late afternoon. Rain. Cold. I got home from preaching the Day of Recollection to (most of) the Sisters of the Dioceses at Providence Hospital. It was good and I was less tired than I expected. The grey nuns of Kodiak (mostly old—one little young one looking slightly lost and very young). The ones at Marian house (various groups—Bishop and I and Frs. [Thomas] Connery and Lunney concelebrated and had dinner there last night). The Precious Blood nuns from Eagle River—my old friends—two Episcopalians with blue veils, two from Copper Center, the Good Shepherd nun from Philadelphia who, it seems, came up on the same plane with me—(Could it have been the same one?) and the Providence nuns at the hospital.

 

Came home. Bishop’s house empty (he is at Palmer, at the parish feast of St. Michael’s). I stood in the wet, empty, leaf-covered driveway and watched the seagulls flying by in the rain. I probably won’t be able to go to Dillingham tomorrow. Tuesday—day of recollection for the priests and then Wednesday I finally go to California.

 

All this flying around Alaska has been paid for by the Bishop.

We had a good talk last evening and he agreed that if I came to Alaska it would be simply to live as a hermit with no kind of parish responsibility.

Yesterday morning—driving in rain up the shore of the channel, past Mendenhall Glacier, outside Juneau. Shrine of St. Therese in rain. Lovely big trees. A good spot—but not for me (would be swamped by people). Juneau is a handsome little town. I could get quite fond of it! Mass in an old church in Douglas. (The churches here are poverty stricken!) Flight out of Juneau on a big jet from Los Angeles—back into the high and prosperous realm above the clouds.

September 30, 1968

Light snow in Anchorage on the last day of September.

 

Flew to Dillingham in a Piper Aztec (two engines) a fast plane that goes high. Bristol Bay area—like Siberia! Miles of tundra. Big winding rivers. At times, lakes are crowded together and shine like bits of broken glass. Or are untidy and complex like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.

Two volcanoes: Iliamna—graceful, mysterious, feminine, akin to the great Mexican volcanoes. A volcano to which one speaks with reverence, lovely in the distance, standing above the sea of clouds. Lovely near at hand with smaller attendant peaks. Redoubt (which surely has another name, a secret and true name) handsome and noble in the distance, but ugly, sinister as you get near it. A brute of a dirty busted mountain that has exploded too often. A bear of a mountain. A dog mountain with steam curling up out of the snow crater. As the plane drew near there was turbulence and we felt the plane might at any moment be suddenly pulled out of its course and hurled against the mountain. As if it would not pull itself away. But finally it did. Redoubt. A volcano to which one says nothing. Pictures from the plane.

 

In Dillingham some time ago (a year or two) the sister of the Orthodox priest went berserk and tore through the Catholic mission with an axe, breaking down one door after another as the Catholic Father retired before her from room to room, calling the State Troopers on various telephones.

 

Dillingham—grey sky, smelling of snow. Cold wind. Freezing. Brown tundra. Low hemlocks. In the distance, interesting mountains. We flew to them, between them. Brown vacant slopes. A distance somewhat like New Mexico (flat, dark blue line). Another distance with snow-covered mountains vanishing into low clouds. Lake Aleknagik speaks to me. A chain of lakes far from everything. Is this it?

 

Aleknagik.

Nunavaugaluk (a very impressive deserted lake—separated mountains).

Akuluktok Peak.

Nuyakuk River (the big river at Dillingham—from Nuyakuk Lake).

 

October 2, 1968

Big black mouths of the jet engines open in silver fog. We bounce high over the Chugach lifting out of Anchorage.

 

We come up into the sunlight, possibly over Cordova.

 

“My own journey and life-goal which had colored my dreams since late boyhood was to see the beautiful Princess Fatima and if possible to win her love.”

(H. Hesse, Journey to the East)


“I met and loved Ninnon, known as ‘the foreigner”’—she was jealous of Fatima—“the princess of my dreams and yet she was probably Fatima herself without knowing it.”14


Yesterday—Day of Recollection for some 50 priests at P[recious] B[lood] convent. Almost half of them chaplains, many of these in from “the sites” (missile launching sites, etc., in the Aleutians and Far North).




Sister Mary wrote me a very sweet note on the back of a card showing an “Alaskan Sunset.” I have not been able to throw it away. Mother Rita Mary gave me a good clock. The incredible generosity of Archbishop Ryan. Tom Connery waited with me for the plane (an hour late). Msgr. [Francis A.] Murphy ended up by cooking a fine steak dinner (we flew to Dillingham together Monday). Tom Connery goes to Dillingham Friday (for two weeks).




“Among the tram ways and banks of Zurich we came upon Noah’s Ark guarded by several dogs which all had the same name.”




Perpetual mist grant unto them O Lord. The seatbelt sign is on “Please Fasten Your Seatbelts Thankyo!” What is this “Thankyo!”? Is it west? Is it only Alaska?




Suddenly I hear a steel band I had on tape in the hermitage.



Nine Rules for Air Travel


1. Get the last window seat in the back, next to the kitchen.

2. Get Bloody Mary when the girls start off with their wagon.

3. Read Hermann Hesse, ]ourmry to the East.

4. No use looking out the window. Fog all the way up to 36,000 feet.

5. Get second Bloody Mary when girls come back down aisle.

6. Expect small dinner, racket of which is right beside you (slamming of ice box doors, etc.).

7. Sympathy and admiration for hardworking stewardesses.


8. Cocktail almonds in pocket for Suzanne [Butorovich]. who is supposed to be at airport in San Francisco—assuming we make some kind of connection in Seattle!

9. “We had brought the magic wave with us. It cleansed everything.” (Hesse)



The sky finally opened when we were over British Columbia and all its islands and on the way down into Seattle we flew over at least six big forest fires and a lot of small ones that were nearly out. But the big ones were by no means out and now south of Seattle the whole lower sky is red-brown with the smoke of big distant fires. Volcanoes stand up out of it. Mt. Hood, etc.

No connection at Seattle so we stay on this plane, and it will stop at S[an] F[rancisco].

Title for a possible book The Fun Diary of My Uncle-anti-salacious.

October 3, 1968

Then there was Portland (where we were not supposed to be) and the plane filled up and I finished Hermann Hesse and Paul Bowles15 and looked out at the scarred red flanks of Lassen Peak and as we landed in SF a carton of Pepsi cans broke open and the cans rolled around all over the floor in the back galley and even a little bit forward, under the feet of some sailors.

Embraced wildly by Suzanne in airport. Her little sister Linda was so quiet. And she talked of her music and her ballet and her French (good accent). Then they went home and I slept nine hours in the (expensive) motel.


Stewardess 1—“When her eyelashes began to fall out I…” (inaudible).

Stewardess 2—“Real ones?”

Stewardess 1—“Yes!”



This morning the big American Freight went up ahead of us black-smoking in the fog and a big Japanese passenger came down blinking gladly from Asia and then we tugged at ourselves a little with our propellers and then came up here where we are now high over a lake of dirty cotton, in the baby blue sky of California.


I can’t remember the last sign I saw down there in that world, but something beautiful like

 

XAMN RNWY BFR XING

October 8, 1968

More than a week since I last wrote in this thing. I am now at the Redwoods monastery. Dawn. Cold, hard frost, and a quiet crow softly cawing outside. It is good to be here.

Last Monday—flew to Dillingham (Alaska) over the volcanoes. A fine wild spot—desolate as Siberia. I like the lakes that are to the north of it. Tuesday—a day of recollection for priests there. Many chaplains. I spoke most of prayer. The Bishop was pleased. Wednesday I flew south to San Francisco. Met by Suzanne B. and her family. I had supper with them and slept at the International Inn which was expensive. Then on Thursday morning I flew to Santa Barbara. Spoke informally at the Center and in the evening met some people at Ferrys’—John Cogley and his wife, the Kellys, the Laucks, Mae Karam who typed [The Geography of] Lograire for me, and so on.

 

A feeling of oversaturation with talk, food, drink, movement, sensations. The Madonna Inn on the road (U.S. 101) outside San Luis Obispo exemplifies the madness of it. A totally extravagant creation, a disneyland motel, impossible fairy caves, a waterfall that starts in the urinal when you piss on the beam of an electric eye, a hostess with a skirt so short her behind was almost showing.

With the Ferrys—drove up 101 to San Francisco, arrived fairly tired, had dinner with Paul Jacobs and his wife and Czeslaw Milosz and his wife at the Yen Ching—excellent North Chinese food—sweet-sour soup, pot chicken, duck, twice-fried pork, fish, etc. A great dinner—but too much. That was October 4th.

 

The morning of the 4th I said Mass—with Hugh McKiernan16—at Casa de Marca, the IHM’s place in Santa Barbara.


The 5th—since I am to see the Dalai Lama early in November, I went down to the Pan American Office on Union Square to change my flights. Found Dharamsala in an atlas and decided Amritsar was the place to fly to.

Then we drove off around the Embarcadero, over the Golden Gate Bridge, stopped a little at Muir Woods, then on up Route 1. Pleasant little towns, winding road, eucalyptus trees, hills, shore. We came fairly late in the afternoon to Mendocino and all the motels were full. I found a bed in the Ames Lodge, two miles out in the woods—from which I had a good walk in the morning, through young redwoods, down to the river. Very quiet and lovely.

 

I decided the best thing would be to come to the monastery and say Mass in the evening (as I could not contact the pastor in Mendocino about saying Mass in his church). We spent most of the morning on the country road that goes along the ridge above Bear Harbor. Finally found Bear Harbor—and was shocked to see it was being torn up by bulldozers—roads are being cut and Jones seems to be trying to open up the same sort of development as is taking place at Shelter Cove. Everything on this coast is in movement. Land is being sold at enormous prices. Little houses are going up everywhere. There is little or no hope of the real kind of solitude I look for.

October 11, 1968. Friday

Today begins a three-day conference—on contemplative life, houses of prayer, etc. “Organized” (or non-organized) at request of Mother Benedicta of the IHMs of Monroe, Michigan. Last evening Mother Myriam and I casually wondered what to do. Decided I was after all to give some talks about something and start the usual discussions. After midnight, in the rain, they all arrived from the plane at Eureka—headlights, muffled voices, doors opening and closing. A Passionist shares my bathroom and is in there now showering, shaving, etc. but I haven’t yet seen him. Most of the others are nuns. Two from Alaska—Mother Rita Mary and Sr. Mary, with reports of another (minor) earthquake.

 

Yesterday the Ferrys left for the Oregon coast. I went to Garberville with Joe (former Brother Giacomo of Gethsemani and Vina) and got a tetanus shot at the Medical Center. I also mailed to India the first draft of my talk to be given at Darjeeling—which I hastily typed out on Wednesday—the F[east] of St. Denis.


Yesterday too, I was able to take my lunch to Needle Rock and spend the afternoon there. Quiet, empty, even the sheep ranch is now vacated. Why? For the bulldozers to come? I ate a cheese sandwich which made me sick, but not enough to spoil the afternoon. When I arrived there was a layer of mist hanging about half way down the mountain—casting metallic blue shadows on the sea far out. And near shore the water was green and ultramarine—long quiet rollers furling themselves in orderly succession and crashing on the beach. Hundreds of birds—pelicans—cormorants patrolling the water. Scores of young brown gulls. And then sea lions rising for air and swimming under the rollers just before they’d break. (The rain falling on the house sounds like the sea.)

Very quiet and peaceful on the shore. Gradually the mist descended and veiled everything so that you could barely see the waves breaking at the foot of the cliff. I can still think of nowhere I would rather settle than at that ranch—if it could stay more or less as it is.

 

The other day we (the Ferrys and I) drove to Patrick’s Point beyond Eureka. Nothing very interesting—except that I sat in the sunny haze over the sea and listened to sea lions barking on a rock.

October 13, 1968 San Francisco

Up late in the Clift Hotel. Drove down from the Redwoods with Portia Webster and Sr. Marie, RSHM, who are both postulants there. We made good time, had supper in Ukiah and stopped for a drink in Sausalito (where I went into a bookstore for Sylvia Plath et al). Got into the hotel, big room-not as quiet as might be with traffic on Geary-turned on the radio and there was Ella Fitzgerald singing


If you don’t want my peaches

Why do you shake my tree?



The three-day (2-½ day) workshop at Redwoods seems to have gone well—and was quickly over. On the first day (Friday) torrents of rain all day. The next day dark and misty; today bright again. The conference this morning was in the old chapel (library) and then after Mass we had a fine lunch in the community room, a short talk finally and then I went and threw things pell-mell into my bags and we left. Tomorrow I hope to get my Indonesian visa—have supper with Portia somewhere down by Fisherman’s Wharf and on Tuesday fly to Bangkok.









PART V

The Far East: The Last Days

October 1968–December 1968
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