



PENGUIN CLASSICS

THE DHARMA BUMS

JACK KEROUAC was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1922, the youngest of three children in a Franco-American family. He attended local Catholic and public schools, and won a scholarship to Columbia University in New York City, where he met Allen Ginsberg and William S. Burroughs. His first novel, The Town and the City, appeared in 1950, but it was On the Road, first published in 1957, that made Kerouac famous. Publication of his many other books followed, among them The Subterraneans, Big Sur, and The Dharma Bums. Kerouac died in St. Petersburg, Florida, in 1969, at the age of forty-seven.
 
ANN DOUGLAS is the author of The Feminization of American Culture and Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s. She teaches American Studies at Columbia University and is currently at work on a book about Cold War culture.



Also by Jack Kerouac
THE DULUOZ LEGEND
VISIONS OF GERARD
DOCTOR SAX
MAGGIE CASSIDY
VANITY OF DULUOZ
ON THE ROAD
VISIONS OF CODY
THE SUBTERRANEANS
TRISTESSA
LONESOME TRAVELLER
DESOLATION ANGELS
THE DHARMA BUMS
BOOK OF DREAMS
BIG SUR
SATORI IN PARIS
POETRY
MEXICO CITY BLUES
SCATTERED POEMS
POMES ALL SIZES
HEAVEN AND OTHER POEMS
BOOK OF BLUES
BOOK OF HAIKUS
BOOK OF SKETCHES
OTHER WORK
THE TOWN AND THE CITY
THE SCRIPTURE OF THE GOLDEN ETERNITY
SOME OF THE DHARMA
OLD ANGEL MIDNIGHT
GOOD BLONDE & OTHERS
PULL MY DAISY
TRIP TRAP
PIC
THE PORTABLE JACK KEROUAC
SELECTED LETTERS: 1940–1956
SELECTED LETTERS: 1957–1969
ATOP AN UNDERWOOD
DOOR WIDE OPEN
ORPHEUS EMERGED
DEPARTED ANGELS
WINDBLOWN WORLD
BEAT GENERATION


JACK KEROUAC
The Dharma Bums
Introduction byANN DOUGLAS
PENGUIN BOOKS


PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A. Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R ORL, England Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd) Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India Penguin Group (NZ), cnr Airborne and Rosedale Roads, Albany, Auckland 1310, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa
Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices:

80 Strand, London WC2R ORL, England
First published in the United States of America by The Viking Press 1958

Published in Viking Compass edition 1971

Published in Penguin Books 1976
This edition with an introduction by Ann Douglas published 2006
Copyright © John Sampas, Literary Representative of the Estate of Jack Kerouac; John Lash, Executor of the Estate of Jan Kerouac; Nancy Bump; and Anthony M. Sampas, 1958

Introduction copyright © Ann Douglas, 2006

All rights reserved
A brief excerpt from this book appeared in Chicago Review under the title “Meditation in the Woods.”
ISBN: 978-1-1011-9930-5

CIP data available
Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.
The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.


Contents
Introduction byANN DOUGLAS

THE DHARMA BUMS


Introduction

“A Hoop for the Lowly”


When Gary Snyder, the Zen poet immortalized as “Japhy Ryder” in The Dharma Bums, first met Jack Kerouac in San Francisco in the fall of 1955, he sensed about him “a palpable aura of fame and death.” Snyder, then twenty-five, was eight years younger than Kerouac and virtually unpublished. Though far from famous, Kerouac had a novel, The Town and the City, which came out in 1950 to generally good reviews if tepid sales, behind him; several of his more recent and experimental pieces, whose energy and “evocation of people” impressed Snyder immensely, were beginning to find their way into the small literary magazines of the day. But Snyder did not know that Kerouac had “already accomplished,” in his words, “a huge life work”; outside his original Beat circle in New York City, no one did. After his breakthrough into the all-out confessional and bebopinspired style he named “spontaneous prose,” in a creative feat seldom matched in American letters, Kerouac had written five major novels between 1951 and 1955 that no publisher would touch—On the Road, Kerouac’s first venture in the new style, had itself been rejected a half dozen times. The signature avantgarde works of the other charter members of the Beat Generation, Ginsberg’s Howl (1956) and William Burroughs’s Naked Lunch (1959), both heavily influenced by Kerouac’s spontaneous prose method, were in print within months of their completion. Only Kerouac had to endure the sickening, heartbreaking wait, “turning out manuscripts,” he wrote his agent Sterling Lord on February 24, 1956, which “keep flying away into the void.” “Why,” he wondered, “don’t they realize I’m good?”Snyder was right that fame was in the wings. On the Road, even today the best-known of Kerouac’s works, was finally published in September 1957. Still young in years and handsome as any movie star—Salvador Dali pronounced him “more beautiful than Marlon Brando”—blessed with a voice that was in itself a musical instrument, a lightning-swift mind, and an uncanny instinct for absurdist comic timing and impromptu gloom-and-glee drama, Kerouac became an overnight sensation, the first literary figure of the full-fledged media age, interviewed on TV talk shows and reading his work to jazz accompaniment at the Village Vanguard. But attention was not respect.

In advocating spontaneous composition with little or no revision, Kerouac was demanding more discipline, not less; the writer, like the athlete or the jazz musician, was to commit himself to daily and endless practice in letters, journals, and “sketching,” as Kerouac called his fast-as-hands-can-print transcriptions of his immediate surroundings, all training for the moment of performance. The skills of improvisation, devalued in the modern industrial West, were to be laboriously unlocked, like prisoners buried in a cave led by a perilous route back into the light. Nor did the fact that Kerouac’s work was openly, unabashedly autobiographical, that he staked everything on an ethos of almost physical intimacy in which the somatic self’s fluctuations defy the censorship of the mind, bringing the narrative “I” as close to himself as possible and abolishing the traditional distance between author and reader, mean the result was life, not art. Kerouac was indeed compiling in his novels what he called a “contemporary history record” of his times, but he may have been the first American writer to self-consciously discover, as the critic William Crawford Woods puts it, that “history becomes fiction in the…act of being written down,” a discovery that would underpin the work of contemporaries as diverse as Robert Lowell, Norman Mailer, Philip Roth, and Hunter S. Thompson. The true story of postwar America in all its speed, tomfoolery, and sorrowfulness, Kerouac believed, could only be told as interior monologue and confession. Once unleashed by “one hundred percent personal honesty,” in Kerouac’s now famous phrase, the inner self would discover its own art form; it had taken him fifteen years, he estimated, to tap and train his own “voice.”

Kerouac, as the poet Robert Creeley instantly understood, was if anything more professional than his peers, not less, an artist “old-fashioned [and] devoted,” in his own words, but for most critics and reviewers, subscribers to then fashionable if spurious notions of authorial objectivity, avowed vulnerability and spontaneity spelled amateur; Kerouac had declared open season on himself, and they welcomed the sport, calling him a “know-nothing Bohemian,” “the latrine laureate of Hobohemia,” and “a slob running a temperature.” Truman Capote, who later created his own form of the nonfiction novel, publicly dismissed Kerouac’s method as “typing,” not “writing.” By nature painfully sensitive and self-conscious, the least well-protected of men, capable in his cups of rage but never of malice and utterly devoid of media smarts, Kerouac was helpless before the onslaught. Foolishly, he took advantage of his new visibility to rush his huge backlog of manuscripts into print, strengthening the misapprehension that he tossed off a book every few days.

If his discerning readers were few, Kerouac didn’t lack for groupies, and they terrified him too. “You’re twenty-one and I’m twenty-nine,” one avid fan told Kerouac’s girlfriend, the writer Joyce Johnson, pushing her aside at a party. “I have to fuck him now.” Perfect strangers felt free to pound on his door. He had finally “popped” into view, Kerouac lamented, only “to be slashed down” by critics and torn apart “limb from limb” by his uncomprehending followers. And by his own reckoning a problem drinker since his late teens, by 1957 Kerouac had burnt his way through several lifetimes. Norman Mailer, an uneasy rival, liked him when they met, but marked his air of fatigue, an exhaustion not surprising, Mailer said, in a pioneer, “the first figure for a new generation,” who had traveled in realms where “the adrenaline devours the blood.” A critic’s darling himself, Mailer was too astute to miss the obvious contrast between them: Kerouac had spent the better part of a decade hitchhiking and jumping freights across America and Mexico, “out there living it,” while he stayed home, “an intellectual, writing about it.”

Kerouac’s creative outpouring continued between 1955 and 1957, the years of his closest friendship with Snyder, but The Dharma Bums, written in late 1957 and published the following fall, had no successor for four years. Big Sur (1962), set like The Dharma Bums in northern California, a gorgeously written tale of despair, was Kerouac’s last masterpiece, though not his last book, before his hideous, bitter death of alcoholism in Florida on October 21, 1969. By then, most of his work was out of print. Critical contempt, compounded by Kerouac’s naïveté, had translated into consistently poor returns. Mailer got $35,000 for the paperback rights to The Naked and the Dead (1948), James Jones $100,000 for From Here to Eternity (1951), but Kerouac received only $1,000 for the rights to On the Road, a bestseller in hardback. Kerouac’s two Hollywood sales (for On the Road and The Subterraneans) were no better. In the mid-1960s, he calculated his income at $65 a week.

Kerouac himself was agonizingly aware of his decline and honest enough not to put the blame entirely on abusive critics or carnivorous fans. He dated what he described as his “complete turning about from a youthful brave sense of adventure to a complete nausea concerning experience in the world,…a revulsion,” not to the time of On the Road’s publication, but to the period right after Snyder’s departure for Japan to study Zen in May 1956. That summer, following (at Snyder’s suggestion) in Snyder’s footsteps, Kerouac spent two months in complete isolation as a lookout on Desolation Peak in the Mount Baker National Forest in Washington state just south of the Canadian border, an experience covered in The Dharma Bums and treated in greater detail and depth in Desolation Angels (1965). Snyder remained in Japan on and off for more than a decade; though they corresponded frequently at first, with Kerouac continuing to put in the occasional drunken phone call, followed by an apology, till the mid-sixties, the two men never met again. But Snyder, in Kerouac’s eyes the embodiment of the truest, least self-serving form of American optimism, and Kerouac’s tumbling, lyrical homage to him are at the dead center of Kerouac’s career, the moment when he was poised between protracted obscurity and a notoriety still more destructive, before “the authority of failure,” to borrow a line from F. Scott Fitzgerald, forever eclipsed what chances he had had to obtain “the authority of success.” Synder, Kerouac sometimes believed, was his last hope. “I need some of your gaity and natural bikkhu openness,” Jack wrote him in February 1956. In early 1959, he felt too “ashamed” to see Synder; “I’m so decadent and drunk and dontgiveashit.” Ten months later he was telling Ginsberg, “I need Gary’s way now for a while, a long while. This is serious.”

No writer ever traveled farther while staying so close to home. Though he married three times and had a child, the late writer Jan Kerouac, the first two marriages were brief, and he met his daughter only once; when he wasn’t on the road, he spent most of his time with his shrewd and tenacious mother, Gabrielle (his father, Leo, died in 1946), who helped to support Jack by working in shoe factories until he was well into his thirties. Others might join the Cold War ranks of Organization Men as nine-to-five employees heading up suburban nuclear families; Kerouac preferred dependence to the sham of enforced maturity. “Infancy,” Kerouac said, quoting Emerson, “conforms to nobody.” Even after On the Road had given him enough money to put down the purchase price, Kerouac always thought of whatever house he shared with Gabrielle as hers and not his. Being born, in Kerouac’s lexicon, was sin enough; at least he hadn’t made the same mistake twice. As a writer, Kerouac’s models were Thomas Wolfe, Herman Melville, James Joyce, Louis-Ferdinand Céline, and Fyodor Dostoyevsky; as a persona and even as a person, he saw himself as Boswell, Sancho Panza, and Pip, the child who accompanies Ahab on his doomed quest for the white whale, and goes mad in the process. Kerouac’s job was to “shamble after,” as Sal Paradise does in On the Road, to record rather than precipitate, to watch the fabulous, divinely inexplicable doings of a world he never made. Kerouac always played the “straight guy,” Snyder observed, the one who gets set up and tripped up in the vaudeville routine, the second fiddle, not the star. It was a role he was born to.

The Kerouacs were working-class immigrant French-Canadians with a touch of Iroquois blood, “Canucks,” in the local pejorative term. Though Leo and Gabrielle had migrated to Lowell, Massachusetts, before Jack’s birth on March 12, 1922, “Ti-Jean,” as he was called, grew up outside looking in, part of an alternative culture, intensely Catholic and entirely French-speaking, and not even proper French at that. The Kerouacs spoke a regional, largely oral dialect called joual; Kerouac didn’t master English until his late teens, and he failed French in high school. When he went to France in 1965 in a vain and drunken attempt to trace his genealogy, he was outraged to discover that all such records were labeled, accurately enough, “les affaires Colonielles.” In his family circle too, Kerouac was, if hardly the subaltern, the acolyte; however great his gifts, he could never be the equal of his older brother, Gerard, who died of rheumatic fever at nine in 1926 after a lifetime’s worth of pain. In family and local lore, Gerard was not only an artist in embryo but a saint, visited by the Madonna in visions and preaching eloquent little sermons to the obstreperously healthy Ti-Jean about the suffering and sacredness of even the lowliest of God’s creatures. Jack prayed to Gerard for the rest of his own life—all his expeditions doubled as retrieval missions, a search for what he described as his lost “mysterious brother…across the ages.” Gerard also stood as an eloquent argument for the virtues, practical as well as spiritual, of death, of being, in Kerouac’s words in Mexico City Blues (1959), “free of that slaving meat wheel…safe in heaven dead.” This was an argument for which, though his beginnings were auspicious, even spectacular, Kerouac never found an adequate rebuttal.

An honor student and a three-sport athletic star in high school, Kerouac went to Columbia on a scholarship in 1941. His commitment to writing, conceived early, never faltered, but when it came to upward mobility, his attention span was short. Dropping out, as he did during World War II, first from Columbia, then from the U.S. Navy, became his vocation, dropping out and down: into Harlem’s jumping jazz joints where bebop, as Langston Hughes put it, was letting midnight out on bail, into the honky-tonks and all-night cafeterias of Times Square populated by a subterranean throng of hustlers, drug addicts, pimps, and visionary losers exploring the perils and power of obscurity. In July 1947, Kerouac began bumming his way west, determined to rediscover the continent, learning its secrets from those seldom caught by the camera’s eye. Kerouac brought to the task of chronicling his age his own extraordinary cultural ESP, an ability to be “right on top of things” at which Snyder marveled. He caught the first signs of pop trends reflecting subtle shifts in historical reality, like the vogue of black leather jackets and T-shirts for men or the raised public profile of high-fashion models right after the war. From the moment he met Gary Snyder, he knew, as he had when Neal Cassady, the real-life original for Dean Moriarty, the Denver “jailkid,” exuberant con man, desperate Lothario, and hot-rod hero of On the Road, first knocked on his door almost a decade earlier, that Synder represented the new, the next thing; like Neal, he was subject matter as well as soul mate.

Both Cassady and Snyder were rebels, pointing not to the broad thoroughfares of American life but to the detours and exits, the places where the Depression, sacred ground to Kerouac, Cassady, and Snyder alike, still lingered amid the staggering prosperity of the richest, most successful nation in history. At one moment in On the Road as Sal Paradise is trying to hitch a ride, a car full of teenagers yelling “We won! We won!” whizzes by. “I hated every one of them,” Sal says. It is still hardly surprising that Snyder and Cassady, despite the overlapping circles they moved in, never became friends. If both were ahead of their times, Cassady anticipated the delinquent hipster who flashed across innumerable screens in the teen-exploitation films of the fifties; Snyder, the ecologically minded Woodstock nation of the 1960s, refusing to be “imprisoned,” in Japhy Ryder’s words, “in a system of work, produce, consume, work, produce, consume.”

Like Kerouac, Cassady was a Catholic who could quote Biblical chapter and verse, while Snyder, a Buddhist who had moved beyond theism, held the Bible and its anthropomorphic view of creation partly responsible for the damage man had wreaked upon the earth. An autodidact, Cassady’s politics didn’t go much beyond dodging and outwitting any law that impeded his prodigious motion; Snyder was a well-educated and articulate intellectual who had tangled with the sterile communism-versus-capitalism debate of the times to emerge an anarchist. To him the world’s dominant major nation-states were “monstrous protection rackets,” emblems of “greed made legal with a monopoly of violence.” Born Skid-Row poor, Cassady worked hard, if intermittently, on the Southern-Pacific railroad to provide for his family; Snyder was proud to be one of the small band whose members had “freely chosen to disaffiliate [themselves] from the ‘American standard of living.’” Cassady was impulse incarnate; Snyder thought that excess desire, whether for material goods or epistemological certainties, was the source of suffering. A lifelong victim of violent mood-swings now deranged by the uppers to which he was addicted, Cassady died of exposure on a train track in Mexico in February 1968 just short of his forty-second birthday; he had long since abandoned the autobiography that Kerouac had hoped would bring about a new age in American letters. Snyder, who knew how to capture complex contradictions in an ethos of crystal-hard clarity, is still writing today.

By 1955, the days of Kerouac’s closest friendship with Cassady were over. That spring he wrote Cassady’s wife Caroline of the “good times when Neal respected me”; “something has happened and everybody has changed,” he said sadly. At the legendary Six Gallery poetry reading on October 13, 1955, chronicled in The Dharma Bums, which inaugurated the San Francisco Renaissance, the occasion on which Ginsberg first presented Howl and Snyder followed with “A Berry Feast,” Kerouac, too shy to take the stage himself, supplied the ecstatic audience with jugs of wine and led it in chanting “Go!” Everyone present knew a new age had dawned. “We had gone beyond a point of no return,” Michael McClure, another young West Coast poet introduced at Six Gallery (he’s Ike O’Shay in The Dharma Bums), said, “and we were ready for it.” Cassady was there too; he would later play muse to Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters, but on that night he asked a friend if he could stand near him. “I don’t know anybody here,” he explained. Though Cassady appears in The Dharma Bums (as Cody Pomeroy), he’s a minor character.

If Cassady, a son of Missouri and Colorado, had opened to Kerouac the gates of the West, Snyder, bred in Oregon, ushered him through them to places Cassady lacked the patience to seek and taught him the skills to survive there—among the lakes, rocks, and woods, the northwestern mountain fortresses as yet untouched by America’s headlong material progress. Cassady, whose automotive frenzies mimicked what they outpaced, always “wrapped up,” in Kerouac’s words about Dean Moriarty in On the Road, “in a fast car, a coast to reach, and a woman at the end of the road,” was a sorcerer’s apprentice; once set in motion, he couldn’t stop. All Snyder’s activities were purposeful; a scholar of Native American lore, he laid bare the foundations of earthly being in places which were American sheerly by accident. Growing up in Oregon, Japhy, the descendant of pioneers and Wobblies, tells Ray Smith, Kerouac’s stand-in in The Dharma Bums, “I didn’t feel American at all”; parting from him and heading for Desolation Peak, Ray senses Siberia in the northernmost reaches of America. What matters are latitudes and landmasses, not the countries that claim and dispute them. Citizenship here is potentially global; Dean Moriarty could only be American but Japhy appears in Ray’s visions as a mischievous Chinese sage.

Time magazine’s summation of The Dharma Bums as “On the Trail” held more than a grain of truth. After crisscrossing the country half a dozen times by car with Dean Moriarty, Sal feels like a traveling salesman watching the landscape speed by in a blur—he has missed “the pearl” he sought. Next time, he will make a “pilgrimage on foot.” The Dharma Bums recounts the sequel. Climbing Matterhorn Mountain with Japhy, an episode that forms the climax of the first part of the novel, hopeful he is now leaving his “recent years of drinking and disappointment” behind, Ray vows to tramp “all over the West and…the East, and the desert,” “mak[ing] it the purer way” at last, and Japhy will be his patron saint. On Desolation Peak, Ray sees not mountains and lakes but “Japhy’s mountains” and “Japhy’s lake”—“Japhy had been right,” he concludes happily, “about everything.” It’s not coincidence that Kerouac wrote Visions of Gerard, a tribute to his dead brother published in 1959, not long after his hike up Matterhorn; both books are free-form acts of modern hagiography and prayer. One brother had summoned up thoughts of the other.

 

The meeting of Kerouac and Snyder held reverberations beyond their personal or even artistic collaboration. As Ginsberg, the PR genius of the Beat Generation who had moved to Berkeley the year before, realized, a fusion was taking place of the “San Francisco West Coast Bohemian-Anarchist-Modernist tradition” and “the New York impulse or energy,” with “Kerouac’s obvious genius” as catalyst—it was America’s first truly bi-coastal literary movement, and the shared excitement was electric. “I thought [the East Coast] was dead,” Japhy tells Ray and Alvah Goldbook (Ginsberg) in The Dharma Bums. “We thought the West Coast was dead!,” they chorus back. It made sense that, despite the eastern metropolis’ unrivaled artistic resources, the place of rendezvous was San Francisco, not New York City, the Beat Generation’s launching pad. In Kerouac’s words, “all the…loose American elements” were voyaging in that direction, leaving the “brown and holy” East for the “great dry West,” a region “white like washlines and empty-headed.” California’s population increased seventy percent between 1940 and 1950, while for the first time in its history, New York lost more people than it gained. The fact that the destination of the westward migrants was usually Los Angeles, a suburban “jungle,” in Kerouac’s hostile description, the “most brutal of American cities,” not Frisco, its older neighbor to the north, was part of the city’s charm.

A century past its Gold Rush boom, free of the grotesqueries of constant gestation, San Francisco had the same feeling of “whacky comradeship” Kerouac loved in New York. Made largely of wood, its steep houses and steep hills piling conversationally upon one another, San Francisco, unlike L.A., the world’s car capital, was a pedestrian’s city scaled to the human being. Sprawling landlocked L.A. had to hack an outlet to the sea; Frisco perched atop its own bay, a tuning fork of East-West vibrations, with nothing between it and China or Japan save the vast glittering waters of the Pacific. Chinese workers arrived in the area in the 1850s to build the railroads, bringing their Buddhist temples with them, and the Japanese followed in the 1890s. When Kerouac, who had immersed himself in solitary studies of Buddhism at the start of 1954, arrived on the scene and expressed his surprised delight that there were other Buddhists in America, Kenneth Rexroth, the elder statesman of the West Coast poetry scene, satirized in The Dharma Bums as Reinhold Cacoethes, promptly put him down. “Everybody in San Francisco is a Buddhist, Kerouac. Didn’t you know that?”

San Francisco, of course, whatever its edge, had no monopoly on things Buddhist. Interest in the East had been building since the late 1940s, part of what the historian Robert Ellwood calls “the spiritual underground” of Cold War America. The Seven-Storied Mountain, an autobiography by the Trappist monk Thomas Merton, whose career Kerouac at moments thought might be a model for his own, was a surprise bestseller in 1948; Merton began studying Buddhism in the early 1950s. Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949) popularized the idea of the quest as the core of mythology, religion, and literature in the East as well as the West; Morey Bernstein documented a purportedly real-life case of reincarnation in America in The Search for Bridey Murphy, a bestseller in 1956. D. T. Suzuki, who had arrived from Japan decades earlier, began lecturing on Buddhism at Columbia University in 1950; Japhy Ryder has Suzuki’s books on his orange crate shelves in The Dharma Bums, and Kerouac himself went to visit the sage in New York in the fall of 1958. Suzuki took one look at Jack’s flushed face and advised him to stick to green tea. As Kerouac was leaving, he asked Suzuki if he could stay with him always. Suzuki replied enigmatically, “Sometime.” In July 1958, three months before The Dharma Bums was published, Time remarked that “Zen Buddhism is growing more chic by the moment,” and Mademoiselle ran a surprisingly intelligent article on it around the same time.

In fact, Kerouac’s turn East had been prompted by rereading Walden (1854), an impeccably New England source. Thoreau, a hero to Snyder as well, called the Hindu Bhagavad Gita a summit of wisdom and art that made the “modern world and its literature seem puny and trivial”; he published the first sutra, a poetic rendering of Buddha’s teachings, to appear in English in the United States in The Dial in 1844. Like the transcendentalist movement in its day, from its inception the Beat Generation had marked a crisis and renewal of belief: “beat,” Kerouac said, meant “beatific.” Ginsberg and Kerouac’s original template came as much from Eurasia as Europe, from Holy Rus and Dostoyevsky’s anguished, absurdist portraits of Slavic madmen, fools, and saints; given the spiritual bankruptcy of the Western tradition as they saw it, a move farther East was almost preordained. With The Dharma Bums, Kerouac hoped to “crash open whole scene to sudden Buddhism boom…everybody reading Suzuki on Madison Avenue,” paving the way for Snyder’s poetry. “Gary, this is your year,” he promised. To Kerouac’s disappointment, The Dharma Bums didn’t make the bestseller lists, but it did indeed, as he later claimed, “turn certain types on [to] Dharma.”

Snyder, however, though he had initially professed himself “amazed and touched” by the “many nice things” Jack had said about him in his “beautiful book,” was not happy. “I told you I liked it,” Snyder wrote an apprehensive Kerouac in March 1959, “but that doesn’t make it right…. Do you think you understand [Buddhism]?” Snyder referred darkly to a hell “where they pull out the writer’s tongue with red-hot pliers.” Though the two patched up their quarrel, Snyder always believed that Jack had taken little more from Buddhism than its emphasis on compassion and its sense of the vastness of time and space—both of which were already present in Kerouac’s version of Catholicism and evident in his work as far back as The Town and the City. Echoing mainstream reviewers, Alan Watts (“Arthur Whane” in The Dharma Bums), who popularized Buddhism in several bestsellers, said Kerouac had “Zen flesh but no Zen bones”; he had confused Zen’s “‘anything goes’ at the existential level with ‘anything goes’ on the artistic and social levels.”

But it was Buddhism’s comparative lack of dogma that attracted Kerouac in the first place. Snyder might see Buddhism as a chance to move past the confines imposed by notions of an all-powerful God; Buddhism itself does not require its converts to renounce their former faith. From the start Kerouac was skeptical about the Zen branch of Buddhism to which Snyder gave his allegiance, a set of practices structured as a stringently disciplined ascent to ever greater degrees of enlightenment. In The Dharma Bums, Ray Smith openly scorns “those silly Zen masters throwing young kids in the mud because they can’t answer their silly questions”—it’s just plain “mean.” Kerouac preferred the older all-embracing Indian Mahayana Buddhism to the Japanese Zen model, which to his mind could breed self-righteousness; “righteousness,” Ray realizes, is itself the greatest sin, one to which he himself is far from immune. Ray almost perversely refuses to climb all the way up Matterhorn Mountain, though the last stretch is within his sight and within his capability. Clinging to his “protective nook” instead, he momentarily wonders if Japhy, however admirable, is not insane. If Japhy’s Buddhism is about action, Ray is “Buddha the Quitter.” Kerouac wanted to go further; he didn’t want to be tested or pushed. It may be as significant not to reach the peak as to scale it.

Japhy’s role as master to Ray’s disciple is never fundamentally challenged, nor do we ever doubt the profound camaraderie between them. Still, a subtle current of antagonism between its two main figures runs throughout The Dharma Bums. Snyder had a number of good reasons to be uncomfortable with Kerouac’s portrait of him. A private man with a healthy sense of his own limitations, he didn’t want to be held up as the model for his times, nor, as a neo-imagist poet very influenced by Ezra Pound—“that pretentious nut,” scoffs Ray—a style in many ways antithetical to Kerouac’s, did he wish to be forever associated with the Beat Generation. Though both writers were fascinated by the three-line Japanese haiku form, “a sentence that’s short and sweet with a sudden jump of thought,” in Kerouac’s definition, “a whole vision of life” free of “poetic trickery,” a test of the artist’s ability to resist projection and anthropomorphization, in The Dharma Bums Ray wants to make haikus up “real fast as you go along, spontaneously,” while Japhy believes “you never can be too careful about haiku.” But surely another reason for Snyder’s displeasure was that Japhy, Ray’s guide to Buddhism and backwoods alike, at moments seems annoyingly didactic, even priggish, a charge that can also be brought against Gerard as Kerouac portrayed him—everyone is inferior to a saint, and sometimes they resent it.

“Comparisons are odious,” Japhy likes to say, but he lives on them, prefacing his remarks with phrases like “the trouble with you” or “you don’t realize.” “It’ll do you good” passes for an explanation. Climbing Matterhorn, the irrepressibly loquacious Henry Morley (based on the Berkeley librarian John Montgomery and one of Kerouac’s greatest comic portraits), a master of dadaist feats of free association and a charmingly feckless hiker, lets out a yodel. Japhy corrects him, explaining that the Native American “hoo!” is “much nicer,” though once he’s reached the summit, naked save for his jockstrap, he starts yodeling himself. Again and again, Japhy condemns middle-class America, its “grooming school” colleges, “white-tiled toilets,” and general “fuggup with appearances”; he wants to start a printing press that will turn out “icy bombs for the booby public.” But Ray demurs—“Ah, the public aren’t so bad, they suffer too.” He understands why his mother loves her kitchen appliances; he even sympathizes with his hardworking brother-in-law and his growing impatience with Ray’s apparently shiftless ways. However frightened he is at the prospect of a world “electrified to the Master Switch,” Ray can’t forget that the people sitting in front of their TV sets—an activity in which he occasionally indulges himself—are also individuals, and “they’re not hurting anyone.” Ray knows that his own demand for unconditional acceptance means that he must accept others unconditionally too.

Nor do Japhy and Ray respond to nature in quite the same way. Coming down Matterhorn, Ray is ecstatic because, he says, he’s learned from Japhy that “you can’t fall off a mountain.” He’s also thrilled to “begin to smell people” again; returning to civilization is like “waking up from an endless nightmare.” As Ray’s first forebodings approaching the isolated bleakness of Desolation Peak again reveal, nature unadorned by human inventiveness can look premeditated to Kerouac, like a plot or a crime. In the far darker account he gives in Desolation Angels, Kerouac can’t wait to leave Desolation Peak for the city, where there will be “rumpled couches with women on them” and “drama rag[ing] all unthinking,” the world that, after all, birthed Kerouac’s own spontaneous prose. In his hikes in Dharma Bums, Ray is happiest when he has a sense that he already knows this wilderness, when he feels “something inexpressibly broken in my heart as though I’d lived before and walked this trail.” To activate his deepest imagination, Kerouac needed a doublefold of memory on place that nature unaided does not supply—not someone else’s memories but his memories, if need be from another life. Ideas can’t interpret landscapes for Kerouac as they sometimes did for Snyder; he could never write, as Snyder did, that “the most / Revolutionary consciousness is to be found / Among the most ruthlessly exploited classes: /Animals, trees, water, air, grasses.” Only people, or ghosts, can populate Kerouac’s world.

Kerouac’s real Buddhist period was over by the late 1950s, but at no time did he pretend that Christ had lost the dominant place in his heart. In an interview with The Paris Review in the last year of his life, when questioned as to why he had written about Buddha and not Christ, Kerouac retorted angrily, “All I write about is Jesus!” For Kerouac, there was no real difference between the two religious leaders; the story of Siddhartha, later known as the Buddha, born in India in the fifth century BCE, a tale Kerouac retells in The Dharma Bums, who leaves the wealth and privilege to which he was born for the ascetic life of a religious wanderer, finally discovering the Four Noble Truths that form the core of Buddhism, paralleled Christ’s renunciation of his divinity to take on human form. But Buddhism did offer Kerouac a literal selflessness, a profound kind of anonymity, that Catholicism could not; Buddhism abolished, in Alan Watts’s phrase, the “Good I—Bad Me” dichotomy endemic to Western thought. If all was really “the Void” upon which men merely project their illusions, all labels are meaningless, all bets off. “What a horror it would have been if the world was real,” Ray reflects in one of the book’s most haunting lines, “because if the world was real it would be immortal.”

The no-nonsense William Burroughs, chastising Kerouac for his new faith in 1954, said that in the West, Buddhism could only be part of “history,…a subject for understanding”; the “California Buddhists” were “trying to sit on the sidelines.” But the sidelines were just where Kerouac wanted to be. Unlike the creeds and ideologies of the West, or Russia for that matter, Buddhism wasn’t responsible for the insane atrocities of human history as Kerouac named them in a catalogue of nightmares in Desolation Angels: not for the guillotine or the burning stake, the concentration camps, gas ovens, and barbed wire, nor for the ruinations of Genghis Khan or Tamerlane. If no Westerner, and certainly not Kerouac, could fully understand Buddhism, Buddhism served the West, in Kerouac’s words, as a “form of heresy,” “gentle” and “goofy,” but heresy all the same. Kerouac’s political views insofar as he formulated them were increasingly reactionary, but he feared the “America-lovers” as much as the “America-haters.” At a time when Americans were routinely told they had only two choices—Soviet-style communism or American capitalist democracy and all that went with it—Buddhism offered a third way. In The Dharma Bums, in a characteristically unflappable bit of apparent illogic, Henry Morley remarks of Buddhism, “I’m not much interested in the belief part of it.” “I’m neutral,” he says, and Japhy gives his imprimatur, shouting, “Neutral is what Buddhism is!” Buddhism was a recovery program for the West, “a hospital,” Kerouac wrote in Mexico City Blues, “for the sick, / Lying high in crystal.”

Buddhism promised Kerouac a world where wanderers could fashion their own religious order, one more ecumenical than Christianity ever devised, a special form of the gathered church, “big wild bands of holy men,” in Kerouac’s words in The Dharma Bums, “Zen lunatics” bringing the “vision of freedom of eternity” to all creatures and sanctifying a way of life fast disappearing in America: the way of the vagrant, the hobo, the bum. The “Dharma” in Kerouac’s title meant “truth,” but the word “Bums” held an older and deeper resonance. It summoned up the Depression images of his boyhood Kerouac loved, men traveling “with nothing but a paper bag for luggage,” as he put it in Desolation Angels, “waiting in line for coffee and donuts…forag[ing] in riverside dumps looking for junk to sell,” an image with a long pedigree in American life and popular culture from the Wobblies’ songs and Charlie Chaplin’s tramp to Sullivan’s Travels (1941), a movie Kerouac cited fondly in On the Road, and the Judy Garland-Fred Astaire number “A Couple of Swells” in Easter Parade (1948). In “The Vanishing American Hobo,” a tidal-wave jeremiad against the ever-stepped-up surveillance operations of the postwar United States published in Holiday’s March 1960 issue, Kerouac widened the category further, putting Christ and Buddha at the head of a line that included Ben Franklin, the Russian poet Sergei Yesenin, and Teddy Roosevelt.

The bum has always had a mixed reputation in American life. Often frowned upon, at other times, he was idealized as “The Happy Hooligan,” in the title of one old ballad, the emblem of what Kerouac called a very American “special idea of footwalking freedom,” never a criminal, yet living by his wits in the best tradition of American ingenuity. Jack London, whose travelogue The Road (1907) was of incalculable importance to Kerouac, thought it was his own early life as a mendicant hobo, compelled to improvise a story from what he saw on “the face of the person who opened the door,” that had made him a writer. Sometimes, most notably during the Depression, the hobo served as a reminder that anyone caught in an economic system rigged to deliver profits largely to the powerful could fall between the cracks; in 1933, FDR installed a federal program to aid “transients,” whose poverty was now considered neither their fault nor their choice. But once World War II had jump-started the economy, the pendulum swung back the other way. New York cracked down on chronic drunkards in public places; the nation’s Skid Rows, where Kerouac had often found lodgings and friends in his cross-country journeys, would soon be tagged “blighted areas” ripe for “urban renewal.” In San Francisco by 1956, cops were stopping Kerouac and his friends simply for walking on the streets late at night or loitering on corners to talk in the daytime. Systematic police raids plagued North Beach, the city’s bohemian quarter; Neal Cassady, entrapped by an undercover agent, was arrested for drug trafficking in 1958 and spent two years in San Quentin. By then Kerouac had returned east for good.

In The Dharma Bums, Ray wants nothing to do with “Japhy’s ideas about society.” His plan is to just “avoid it altogether, walk around it,” but that proves harder to do than he expects; cops are as plentiful here as in a Chaplin movie. Hitching his way west, Ray learns that it’s illegal for him to camp out anywhere within or near a town. Border patrolmen, even the rangers he joins at Desolation Peak, observe rules just as narrow and expect him to, while uranium prospectors looking to make a buck out of the United States’ ballooning nuclear weapons program comb the apparently unspoiled northwest. The fat, maliciously grinning cowboy in a gravel truck who deliberately tries to run over Ray’s backpack in northern California anticipates the vigilantes of Easy Rider (1969), and Cody’s girlfriend, Rosie (drawn directly from Natalie Jackson, Cassady’s real-life lover), an artist’s model and “a real gone chick,” rapidly turns into a proto-sixties burnout, skeletal and deranged, raving about an imminent “big new revolution of police”—“they’ll have everybody in jail!” Before she commits suicide, Ray tries to tell her that all of life is “just a dream,” that a “rucksack revolution” is coming instead, but she doesn’t believe him, and she almost, he admits, convinces him.

By the time he wrote his essay on the American hobo for Holiday, Kerouac had joined Rosie’s camp. The “thousand and one hiding places of industrial night” are being boarded up; cops in five-thousand-dollar patrol cars “pick on the first human being they see…anything that seems to be moving independently of gasoline, power, Army, or police.” Kerouac’s heart is with the homeless, the people outside the new nuclear family and the state that rewards and patrols it, but most of America is sitting home “watching the cop heroes on TV”; Dragnet, a huge hit, had just ended its eight-year run, and Naked City, another police series, stayed on the air until 1963. Even in the wilderness places he and Snyder had explored together, Kerouac notes, there’s always a helicopter “snooping around.” It’s bad enough that the tramp is all but obsolete—the hobo never lived who could snag a free ride atop a jet—he’s pathologized too, as a “rapist,…strangler, child-eater.” Kerouac went off the road, he announces, for good in 1956, the year Snyder left the United States. “The only thing to do [now] is to sit alone in a room and get drunk.” Bordering Kerouac’s essay on Holiday’s pages are ads for “Comfy Slippers” and packaged tours of Scandinavia. Of course, even as Kerouac wrote, the rucksack revolution he had predicted in The Dharma Bums was in the wings; public camping sites and hippie communes would soon dot the landscape. But there was one thing Kerouac never did, and that was fake it. The hippies, he wrote in “After Me the Deluge,” an essay published posthumously in 1969, were hypocrites, organizing their own fund-raising dinners, “parasites feeding on their juicy national host,” a far cry from those who a decade or two earlier had tried to make a new life on America’s margins.

Ginsberg thought The Dharma Bums flattering, less personal and “wild” than Kerouac’s other major works, and Kerouac was aware that he had caught the moment’s optimism while playing down its darker side. Natalie Jackson’s suicide occupies only a few pages, yet in his first plan for the book, sketched out in March 1957, Kerouac described it as the novel’s culmination; Neal Cassady, not Snyder, was to take center stage. The night of the Six Gallery reading, Kerouac confided to a friend, he’d gone on “the worst binge of my life,” coming to with scabs on his face. Yet the alcoholism that did so much in real life to destroy his relationship with Snyder is treated in The Dharma Bums as a relatively minor sore point between friends. In late 1961, Kerouac assured Snyder that he’d like Big Sur, in which a drunken Kerouac is patently unable to endure either solitude or society, better than The Dharma Bums; it’s “honester.”

Kerouac’s holdback on personal revelations in The Dharma Bums has costs, starting with its jarring tone of misogyny. Although Kerouac was always more interested in his male characters, in his other books, most notably The Subterraneans (1958), he compensates by exposing his own troubled masculinity, homosexual impulses and all; the reader is invited to understand a fear, a belittling of women Kerouac himself does not entirely condone. But no such self-examination takes place in The Dharma Bums. Princess, one of Japhy’s several girlfriends, sleeps with all the men she meets, Ray casually informs us, because she knows that as a woman she can never become a Boddhisattva herself. Ray, vacillating between vows of celibacy and envy of Japhy’s easy sexual prowess, says “pretty girls make graves,” meaning that the cause of death is birth or procreation, but we don’t really learn how it feels to believe this. The ethnically bland name “Ray Smith,” though it was the name Kerouac originally gave Sal Paradise, his alter ego in On the Road, is an exception in Kerouac’s work after The Town and the City. As a French-Canadian-Iroquois-American, Kerouac considered himself part of a minority group, and he didn’t want to pass. Even Sal is of Italian descent; if Ray is anything other than a mainstream Euro-American, we don’t know it. Nor, a true anomaly, do we learn much about Ray’s childhood.

Yet this curtailment of subjectivity and the curious narratorial vacancy it sometimes entails are also part of the special and vast charm of The Dharma Bums. In Kerouac’s other books, childhood is the inescapable theme precisely because the narrator is avowedly an adult, enraged that the time of innocence is over. No one expects children to hold coherent political and philosophical views or to conduct self-analysis. Children aren’t asked to support themselves, to make permanent commitments or to have sex, much less marry. And children by and large don’t habitually get drunk. Indeed, adults who force children into such activities are held to be committing crimes, against nature as well as the state. Kerouac novels such as Visions of Gerard (1963), Maggie Cassidy (1959), and Vanity of Duluoz (1967), self-consciously told from the perspective of the alcoholic and disillusioned adult man, are murder mysteries in disguise—who killed Ti-Jean, and why? In assessing the damage done, the grown-up Jack is the prosecutor’s Exhibit A. In The Dharma Bums, however, Ray actually does for a few precious moments regain childhood’s bliss. His fears, his drinking, even the tensions that occasionally surface between Ray and Japhy can, at least for now, under the magic spell of Japhy’s sheer lively health, be contained. All spells will eventually be broken but disillusion here is postponed, not courted. Kerouac’s popping and parenthesizing persona has been pruned back, emptied out, to let Japhy, and joy, in.

The visions that come to Ray are large, all-encompassing—“Everything is all right forever and forever,” he realizes—but the novel’s language and imagery often suggest the close-up, the near, intimate, and dear: the “petrified rabbit” listening to the sounds of their approach, the “little creek, shallow as your hand.” And the universe is not only vast but elastic, “everlastingly loose and responsive…beyond empty space blue.” All large gifts are made up here of small pleasures—“a rainbow,” Ray says, in one of Kerouac’s most perfect haikus, capturing both the leap and modesty of the book, is “a hoop / for the lowly.” The solution, he decides, is to pray in solitude “for all living creatures…it was the only decent activity left in the world.”

If the real-life Kerouac found Desolation Peak more ordeal than inspiration, if he could not possibly have stuck it out in Japan as Snyder did or spent years living in Tangier à la William Burroughs, what he did have was curiosity at depth, a willingness to enter other people’s worlds and live there on their terms, not his, no matter how foolish he looked, no matter how many mistakes he made. It’s difficult to imagine Burroughs signing up for a lookout job in the northwest or Snyder exploring New York’s underworld, or indeed any other contemporary writer willing and able to do both. Unlike Snyder or Ginsberg, Kerouac sustained very few intimate relationships over the course of his life, yet it’s exhausting even to contemplate the extraordinary amount of time this “strange solitary crazy Catholic mystic,” in his own description, spent at close quarters with other and very diverse people: driving cross-country with Cassady or later the photographer Robert Frank, living in their various homes with the Cassadys, Ginsberg, Burroughs, Snyder, and others. Nor were such visits usually passed in drunken stupors or made up of superficial contacts. Locke McCorkle, the original of Sean Monahan in The Dharma Bums, remembers that Kerouac was the only one of his friends his wife would let babysit their children.

Children live in other people’s worlds because they have to; to do so voluntarily as an adult can be the mark of a special and courageous kind of artist. This openness, this almost miraculous adaptiveness, the complete receptivity of his sensorium, was Kerouac’s greatest gift, what made him count as a leader, in Michael McClure’s words, in our “longterm biopolitics,…our effect on everything.” Japhy Ryder was the last of the mythological figures Kerouac would add to the American pantheon. After The Dharma Bums, he centered his narratives on himself, now a castaway on the island of adulthood ever less sure of rescue.
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