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GO and catch a falling star,

Get with child a mandrake root,

Tell me where all past years are,

Or who cleft the devil’s foot,

Teach me to hear mermaids singing,

Or to keep off envy’s stinging,

And find

What wind 

Serves to advance an honest mind

If thou be’st born to stranger sights,

Things invisible to see,

Ride ten thousand days and nights,

Till age snow white hairs on thee,

Thou, when thou return’st, wilt tell me,

All strange wonders that befell thee,

And swear,

No where

Lives a woman true and fair.

If thou find’st one, let me know,

Such a pilgrimage were sweet;

Yet do not, I would not go,

Though at next door we might meet,

Though she were true, when you met her,

And last, till you write your letter,

Yet she

Will be

False, ere I come, to two, or three.

John Donne

Having been moved by what he had found in a manila envelope stuffed with letters that had summoned up remembrance of lost times, Felix Fist began a dedicated search through other storage boxes. One contained weathered notebooks into which he had entered observations with varying consistency and regularity. Reading through another five years of those entries that spanned five decades Fist learned without surprise why he found himself where he now lived and what he lived for, his gradual awakening helping him accept with resignation and often remorse all he had done to others and to himself.

9.23.71

A year ago today was my last day in Mexico City. Since then I’ve been to Europe and I’m now in an apartment in Pomona, California where I’ve been since the 19th writing in a unused notebook I found in Florence on an Italian bus: Inside the front cover in bold lettering: SUPER 80 FLORENCE followed by my note: "Found this blank notebook in Florence, Italy – a gift of chance!" 

Now with mild anxiety from uncertainty I’m considering what lies ahead for me spending a year of sabbatical at Claremont University Center where I’m now enrolled in a program that should lead to a Ph.D in philosophy. Thinking of being addressed as doctor still seems strange and pretentious, but most likely, as always, I’m getting way too far ahead of myself.

Anyway, somewhat related, I’ve been reading Victor Frankl’s, The Doctor and the Soul after having read more than once his widely acclaimed best seller Man’s Search for Meaning. If I ever teach a philosophy class that’s one book I would have students read. In that book Frankl describes how he survived not one but two Nazi death camps by assuring himself he’d survive and then did all he could to help others to do the same when some had just given up and actually died by turning their faces to the wall. I guess my point is if Frankl can survive two death campus I should be able to survive what I’m about to endure, although the ambience here already gives me the feeling of being confined and challenged, so I’m uneasy about my not being able to succeed. But I’ve had several classes in philosophy while earning a Master’s in American and English literature at Berkeley and also at the UW before I went to Europe. Surely they should count for something but whether they will count for anything here at Claremont remains to be seen.

The other point I want to make in response to reading Frankl’s book from the case studies he offers in the book I’m reading he gives me ideas for a story of a man who lives for meaning in his life despite a fatal disease. That idea comes from my being reminded of the young man with a rare blood disease in the bed next to mine when I was confined in a hospital when I was five because of a gravely injured leg from beings struck by a car. That young man would draw cartoon characters for me just like my uncle Carl until I was moved to an available bed in a children’s ward where I found myself the only one there so my being moved from a ward where I didn’t belong I had lost a friend. I never learned why I had been placed in that ward of dying men nor have I ever learned why I was eventually moved to a ward supposedly more appropriate for a child but resulting in isolation spending long nights gazing out a large plate glass widow at an empty street lit by soft yellow light while I eased my loneliness by eating the chocolate covered marshmallow cookies that Pa in what I now consider a rare show of affection had brought to help me endure the hospital food I ate without complaint because when at home I never knew what I would have to eat, if anything, and that almost always with onions that I always gagged on and pushed to the side of my plate that always drew Pa’s attention followed by a rebuke for my not favoring something he relished and expected his sons to appreciate to the same degree. Thirty years later I still don’t understand his a manner.

Frankl’s contention is that everyone’s life has meaning because each person’s existence has meaning. The question is not what I can get out of life but rather what I can do to live a meaningful life by helping others find meaning in theirs. Frankl says life asks a person what that person can do to fulfill that person’s potential. He also suggests that meaning can come through suffering as well as work, that in gaining meaning through suffering and work one becomes aware of one’s limitations as well as the limitations set by one’s environment that’s always changing and therefore challenging. Thus I must be aware that I will not necessarily set the world on fire but will still give meaning to my life within the areas I have discovered where my ability however limited might help me find some success.

I certainly have become aware recently that I must again adjust my aspirations and discover those areas in which I can work slowly for my own benefit more than for the benefit of others. Starting at Claremont University Center has also shown me that I must learn to accept each experience for what it’s worth and rather than thinking of each challenge and each person as a threat I should consider that challenge and that person as a means of recognizing my own potential. So it becomes necessary for me to understand that I don’t know much of anything, or certainly not everything and certainly not about philosophy as it is offered at Claremont University Center. I should also accept that others know more about some things than I and that I should use those people to learn as much as I’m able even if I don’t like what they’re trying to do to me.

Going into a area such as philosophy where I have had limited reading makes me aware of areas in which I have little knowledge but in which I have keen interest so there is much I can do rather than simply sit around complaining about my lack of success. Frankl suggests the use of what he labels paradoxical intention so if I think I’m going to feel nervous or inadequate in a situation, if I think I’m going to fail, well, then I should imagine what’s the worst that might happen if I failed. In most cases the opposite usually occurs because the flight because of fear is stopped. So I consider the possibilities of how I can use my experience at Claremont to gain as much as possible at the same time I tell myself if I fail, well, I can also try something else, like my writing, for example, that I’ve never consistently tried to develop and there are other areas such as advanced logic where my learning has been limited but I know those areas will help me no matter how little I might gain from my study of them.

I also discovered a new ability to look at people and wonder about them and through my curiosity see their uniqueness and understand the differences in their lives. At the same time I observe then I should keep in mind that they have fears and problems the same as I, that they have feeling of inadequacies the same as I, that they meet others for the first time uneasily the same as I, almost as if each person is a threat. By such observations and study I can use what I learn to help me develop my knowledge and my writing. I can also use my new understanding to deal with people openly and honestly without fear and trembling and use that understanding help me advance my own interests in a steady direction toward my goal of knowing as much as I able to lean to be the most complete person I might be given my inherited limited talents.

Yesterday I finally got around to checking out the Huntley bookstore on campus. I was nervous at first then finally got interested when I saw all the magazines and considered my interest in writing that is certainly different than what I observe in those magazines, the number of those who read those magazines rather limited. Most of those magazines sit on stands unread and even unnoticed prompting me to consider giving up the idea of writing for such magazines to increase my recognition as a writer of merit. 

That grandiose idea hasn’t seemed to work very well since I’ve published so little and most of what I’ve sent off returns without comment. I readily recall how surprised and excited I was on opening my return envelope for which I had provided sufficient postage to find a galley proof of one of my stories with a note from the editor asking me to make needed changes and return it for publication. I recall shouting to Rachel, my spouse at the time, about the good news. Her response, of course, was indifference with only something like, “that’s nice.” Why had she never been interested in what I wanted to do? After I had taken up the guitar at the age of thirty, one day she told me she hated hearing it because I spent so much time practicing I ignored her. 

However, to be fair, one time after we had first met in a class on formal logic at Berkeley I read her and her roommate one of my earliest stories based on my imagined meeting after years of not having any contact with an older woman with whom I had been romantically involved when I was twenty and both of us without surprise knew that what we once had was no longer there. Rachel and her roommate had said the story was well done, and I, of course, swelled with pride. Later, however, Rachel didn’t want to read what I wrote because she felt it was based to closely on what I had experienced, especially some incidents that had included her, even though I had omitted or changed any direct reference to her by her given name or the one she adopted after escaping her dominating grandmother who had raised her after the death of her mother.

Perhaps my studying philosophy will help my writing, for philosophy will give me a larger perspective of life than I have now. I’ve always felt philosophy would give me answers to the meaning and significance of life especially my own. But I’m aware I actually was seeking a substitute for religion. Now I find philosophy just as with anything has only the significance I give it. Philosophy like all other fields has its own truths but those truths are limited and perhaps, as Bertrand Russell suggests, self-centered. Certainly that’s what Burtt in his Intro to Philosophy suggests, so I must be open to new knowledge offered to me here at Claremont University Center.

9.27.71

I’m aware I haven’t written in several days. My classes at Claremont are well underway but most of what I experience just seems to happen with little purpose. Each person I see has some reason for being here, yet I’m not sure I understand why they’re here. Each day I peddle up on the bike I bought enjoying the landscape with its sublime beauty of vast semi-desert and the San Gabriel Mountains so close. I try to avoid the wide, busy thoroughfares and ride through neighborhoods of obviously well-established homes with lawns and flowering shrubs, chestnut trees that drop burred pods that can easily puncture a tire if I  don't watch where I'm going. Reaching the so-called Philosophy Shack somewhat like a half-timbered cabin I find again people so filled with self-importance because they're engaged in the serious endeavor of reading Philosophy (yes! with a capital P), and that’s how they talk about what they’re doing. What could they possible want except to feel they’re engaged in a serious endeavor.

Well, no surprise, today a bummer. Tired from being up most of the weekend writing the first paper for my Topics seminar with Vickers turning it in seemed anticlimactic. The Ethics class also all bullshit and little content, the prof obviously new, nervous and ineffective, the content without clear purpose and value. We’ve got this long list of books we’re supposed to read without any clear explanation of why and to what end we are reading them. The prof wants the class to go well so he’ll do anything to get people talking.

At lunch in the Shack where I also have my Topics seminar people talking politics sat around a large, long, dark stained table and along the walls mostly windows. One man seemed exhausted. One woman brought her son, a small, dark-haired boy with large, dark eyes reminding me so much of my son Paul I couldn’t help watching him studying everyone, he obviously wondering why he was there, just as I was wondering the same thing. Where will my life go from here? Where have all these lives come from? Why are they here? Where will they go? What do they want? Yet finding out seems unlikely. They all seem as if they're playing a role. They know the routine and the jargon. So now I must consider what I have to do to make this experience worthwhile.

M and I went to see Jack the other night, my former 1A English instructor my first year of college with whom I had become friends. I felt good being close to him again. We invited him down for a visit. He thanked us and said he’d think about it. No surprise he hasn’t shown. Yet he’s started teaching again after dropping out for a while recovering from psychoanalysis and his brief attempt at finding answers by being baptized in the Roman Catholic faith. Needless to say, although I will anyway, our meeting with him was somewhat bizarre: 

He was lying on his bed in his messy room filled from floor to ceiling with old books he had bought in thrift shops, empty beer bottles filled with cigarette butts, he only in boxer shorts. While we there, he at first fondled himself now and then exposing his tumescent flesh. I had always been impressed with its size for a man much smaller than I. M appeared to study it with interest and I considered she might use her oral skills to satisfy him as she did so well and so often with me because she enjoys my response and I thought more or less I would be returning a favor, Jack having invited me to use his wife which I did with gusto especially during the year he was off in Norway and Denmark writing his dissertation on Ibsen. But before any of what I imagined might happen, Jack suddenly became aware that because of M’s small stature and short hair, he had mistaken her for a boy and he expressed regret for his behavior. We left soon after. 

M was silent all the way back to Pomona. I thought I knew what she might be thinking and my flesh began to fill when I imagined watching her take Jack’s firm flesh into her mouth and stroke him to pulsing release and he yelling his praise and his thanking me and M in her usual manner demanding, “But what about me!”

Tomorrow M and I might go to the county fair to see all the other animals.

9.28.71

I must try as diligently as I can and as deliberately as I can define what it is I’m doing here at Claremont. Why am I here? What am I trying to accomplish? I see around me so many who make education dull and meaningless. I see where I need to become more active. I must try as deliberately and as calmly as I can understand what I’m trying to do with my writing and always ask myself why I want to write and how I can make it something more than just telling a story about myself. I must continually define my purpose to grasp the moment even though I know the best way is to let it happen by itself without my trying to force and direct it only to have it slip-slide away. Here with you I need to record my observations to understand the most significant moments so they don’t slip away. Yet as Sartre, a leading Existentialist philosopher observes, one has a tendency to dramatize when keeping a notebook and our self-conscious awareness of what we write affects what we are attempting to record spontaneously and our awareness diminishes the immediacy of what we record.

What struck me about yesterday’s entry is the lack of detail, the same fault editors have criticized me for especially in describing characters. So let me add more detail of what I saw yesterday: For example, the woman I observed in the Philosophy Shack who wore a sloppy hat, glasses, tight jeans. She sat with her almost ponderous breasts on her folded fleshy arms, and even though she appeared young, her full face, her nose thin and sharp, the ridges of her eyes sharp, her eye brows thin, her long, fine hair, all offered an image of a person more seasoned then others who were less advanced in their study of philosophy. Her attitude more than anything, her ferocity in asserting her position always sounded arrogant suggesting her superiority and that she thought she knew more than anyone else and that what she loudly claimed was always right.

In contrast, the professor supposedly directing the Ethics class seemed stuffy, his whole manner pompous. I suspected he’s new, his name not in last year’s catalogue, so his being a recent hire might have something to do with his uncertainty and that he has something to prove. He has that “in-between” look. A young face, light complexion, yet full, bordering on porcine. One can imagine him as a wizened looking kid, one of those that would be considered flakey and awkward. His glasses, his long, modish hairstyle, his goatee, all seem pretentious. Yet the way he used words and his manner of speaking attempted to display his cultivation: “We must attend to that question,” or “We must address ourselves to that issue.” His pronouncing ‘duty’ as two separate syllables: ‘du-ty’. His insistence on closing the hour and a half session by dismissing us even though half of us were already out the door. His mentioning his graduate studies reveals they have been recent and he, in academic jargon, “a newly minted” Ph.D. His continual referral to an outline from which he worked indicated he had done little if any teaching and he reminded me of how I had used outlines when I first started at Armstrong College lecturing on topics I knew the basics from undergraduate classes but taking on as many classes I could because I needed the money to supplement what I earned from an hourly wage of $1.35 pumping gas and servicing autos at Stingy Jim’s on Shattuck at the Berkeley/Oakland city limits.

The Ethics prof seemed programed, yet there seemed a weakness about him because of the difference between his manner and my awareness of him and because he reminded me of myself by making me aware of my uncertainty about most everything. His modish clothes on a body that still seemed trim at the same time it was beginning to show signs of his new prosperity and evidence of the graduate school syndrome, a certain softness from lack of physical activity: the beginning of a soft belly; the heavy, oily look of his skin; the sheen of his brow which again suggested his uneasiness at being on display.

In fact, he reminded me again of myself when I first started teaching and I am equally reminded of my uneasiness yesterday turning in my first paper, of my reaction to the silent arrogance of others submitting theirs. Why I should be uneasy, I don’t know, and I now see I have little reason to be when one young woman breathlessly exclaimed that she had learned I already had a Master’s in English from Berkeley. So there seems to be a network of gossip and I immediately begin to sense that I’m being set up to be tested and found wanting and put in my place because philosophy is so much more abstract and serious and important than literature, an assessment with which I agree having studied literature as much as I was able without being allowed to advance toward the so-called “terminal” degree because my work in literature was judged as insufficient although worthy enough to have been granted a Master’s. What I had paid in exchange was suppressing my focus on the kind of writing considered as literature that others would spend years studying, for what purpose their study always unclear, at least to me, other than following a career that earned them their daily bread and somewhat compensating for not achieving the fame they promoted in others: 

One had spent his adult life explicating the works of Eugene O’Neill, another of Charles Dickens, another of Sinclair Lewis including a lengthy biography that at the end suggested he did not respect the work or the life of the subject upon which he had spent so much of his own life promoting. Another promoted works of the so-called Beat poets, many whom he viewed as friends, but he having published only a slim volume of his own poems that mostly went unnoticed, much like the magazines I had gazed at in bookstores without buying yet hoping one day my own poetry would be displayed in a similar place.

Who read poetry today and why were only some poets acclaimed while others were ignored? When I read them, I see little merit in what I read and think my own often better, yet I haven’t found any editor falling all over himself to praise me for my poetry, not having noticed any women in such an influential position.

Yesterday watching all the people gathered in the Philosophy Shack, seeing that little boy with dark eyes and the slight twist of his mouth, the nose that would eventually reflect his father’s made me try to imagine them all through his perception. Those whom I studied in self-defense have a certain passivity and yet a certain self-interest that shows they are groping in their own way to learn where they fit into the scheme of things. Yet part of the puzzle is that they’re obviously established “old timers” who have a certain sense of place, so unlike someone who is new. How will I ever fit in?

Yesterday one man seemed gross in some ways yet his clothes hung on him. He mentioned to others something about feeling his bones so perhaps he’s lost weight. Dressed in tan shirt and pants and socks, his brown full beard and glasses and sandy hair gave him a blanched look. I saw him first in the cafeteria where he sat at another table discoursing loudly on the folly of belief and of faith. At the Shack his boisterous voice still came out as obnoxious commentary but he seemed to have quieted. Another came in, and he, too, smiling continually with long dirty, blond hair and large crooked teeth, his puffed face. His eyes were blue, so his teeth, eyes, and hair gave him a bizarre appearance.

In contrast, Hutchinson, former chair of the philosophy department, in sport jacket, white shirt, black tie, and close-cropped, gray hair seemed serene contradicting his pretentious pronouncements in response to what was offered, his face a contrast because his cheek bones were clearly defined, yet his face round, his head round because of the short, gray hair. He seemed thin while eating his lunch of an apple and some cheese. His manner, too, seemed a contradiction. He’ always there attempting to be friendly but is only cordial, yet even though small in stature he seemed pompous, his manner most likely from his years of teaching the love of wisdom. From what I’ve seen so far, how learning that wisdom might happen seems a puzzle: How does one learn wisdom by only studying the ideas of others proclaimed as wise but their lives of questionable value?

The group I observed somehow seemed indecisive. They’re supposed to make decisions but act only reluctantly. They seem to act almost as expected. Well, there’s a lot of them and all of them become individual and will become more so as I continue to meet with them. I doubt whether I will ever feel a part of this group. I suppose I’ll see soon enough.

Afterward I went to the library and sat in an assigned carrel among the stacks facing a wall and the emergency exit with a sign, “Pull handle. Alarm will sound.” A tall, young man with longish hair came occasionally, unlocked a door, signed a sheet of yellow paper on a clipboard hanging on the wall, relocked the door, and went away. He too seemed so passive just doing his job. What a way to spend one’s day when those days are limited! But what about mine?

Behind me students scraping chairs as they arrived and again when they left after exchanging brief, pleasant comments and I felt suspended as I do most of the time. Yet I felt a certain calm, the doubts of a few days before gone or only residual. Perhaps my resignation is taking over and I too am becoming passive but feel myself more alert, more observant, and perhaps that’s the way I want to be.

Somewhere in me I feel poetry stirring. I recall my years at Cal, and I know these are different because of the years and my experiences in between. Maybe that’s why I feel so different because of what I’ve been through and because the people here know nothing. Indeed they’re hippy kids having to learn all that I’ve learned, although they think they know everything. Yet all they’ve known is the battle of ideas and each other. Unlike them I feel unformed, adolescent in a way. At times I sense some depth when I feel my change in attitude, yet my response, my feeling of worthlessness, my uncertainty of what I am in contrast to anyone who seems so self-assured, so settled. Such a comparison makes me aware of how unsettled I still am about who I am and what I want. Why this continuing crisis of identity when I continue to place myself in what I know will be challenging situations because they differ from the ones with which I’m most familiar and comfortable?

Still my greatest problem my sense of not having accomplished anything, that sense of wanting to have done something worthy of recognition and praise yet knowing that my talents are limited and that I have no more ability than thousands of others. Actually what I have is a sudden awareness of the difference between my aspirations and my abilities so I feel a certain sense of resignation. Yet in contrast I feel I’m only beginning. The differences between how I perceive myself now and twelve years ago are not due simply to age but to experience as well as all my attempts to discover who I am. So the resignation and perhaps the new resolve will help this year and the next two should be worthwhile in terms of personal growth if I maintain my focus and trim appearance.

M seems to have a good chance of getting a job at General Dynamics. If she does, the possibility of our staying a second year becomes more likely because I can save and won’t have to use my savings so we can hold them and use them if we stayed. Then I would be on leave without pay unlike this year on sabbatical with only three-quarters of my yearly contractual salary minus the additional pay I earn for teaching part-time classes. There also might be some kind of grant for which I could apply if I did well this year. For now, however, I’ll just have to see what happens one day, one semester, one year at a time. I’m always in such a hurry when I ought to be making haste slowly, as Augustine once wisely advised, and I consider how long he had to live to draw that conclusion.

My problem always has been I can never actually see the significance of what happens at the present passing moment until later. I as so many others seem to grope toward the uncertain future with some sense of hope and some sense of purpose, but we can only surmise how the accidental incidents of each new day will affect the days we might have ahead. So at times I look back at our living on Capitol Hill in Seattle and recall having had a sense of being suspended and groping for direction. The occasions I looked out over the city from my third-floor window on East Thomas a short block or two from Broadway, the buildings, the Seafirst Bank building a black box monolith, the times walking to the market on Denny Way for wine, I sensed the whole world centering on the hill. Now those things seem insignificant because of their lack of purpose, most of what I perceived soured by my uncertainty about what to do with M: Should I leave her behind? Should I take her with me to Claremont? Well, now, with no surprise, she’s here with me after we went to Europe on a so-called field study course, and I wonder if I made the right choice or even had a choice for any of what happened.

Enough, I’ve talked too much, thought too much, and now I need to stop and do something else and write about something other than what I spill out here. I must remember Sartre’s attitude at the end of Nausea. I know that my craft of verse helps. Now it’s one of the few things I have and that I’ve ever had, even though I struggle with that too as often as I struggle to know myself. I also have my appreciation of art that at one time I had also aspired to but have seemed to have lost that auspicious goal as well. I guess hearing all the people in the Shack talk about their interests made me aware of how serious my own interests always are: reading, writing, study. Now I feel even more so. All of life’s other activities seem unimportant and lead to the question of what is important to me and the answer right now is that what I’m doing now at the present passing moment is most important because it’s most immediate. Let’s see what happens by my facing each moment with an awareness that will help me appreciate whatever does take place. A certain conscious resignation should help.

9.27.71 

Yesterday we went to the county fair after I spent the morning reading Aristotle. I enjoyed watching people, observing horses, goats, and pigs. One sow was giving birth to a litter (if that’s the correct term). I was fascinated observing the advent of birth. We saw race horses sleek and skittery all twitching, gleaming muscle, and we saw people selling quarter horses and men walking horses before a race. We viewed educational exhibits: one a class project that had constructed a large model of an adobe mission. An eighth grade group had made a large circular mosaic that took the whole school two school years of work to complete. We saw a moon rock and a model of the Apollo capsule. But mostly there were lots of people enjoying themselves, completely involved in their way of life, as involved with what they were doing as I was with mine while in the background the San Gabriel Mountains were clear and glorious in the sun under a blue California sky I recalled from when I lived here during my years in Long Beach and Oakland and Berkeley, and I suddenly and oddly felt as if I had returned safely home.

At supper in our Pomona one-bedroom apartment we talked about animals and pets. We decided that if we had land or lived on acreage we’d have goats because they’re wise, clean, and you don’t have to kill them for food. They give milk. Then we talked about dogs. M asked if I had ever had one. I told her about Buttons and my talking about her made me aware of something I hadn’t been aware. Perhaps through my kindness I had killed her. Perhaps my obvious attachment to that dog may be why Pa got rid of her, for he had often objected to my constantly wandering the woods of ancient towering oak alone with that little dog that one day was gone.

I got her just after she had been recently issued into the light when Pa had found her having stopped at a local farmer’s market about three or four miles from Sunfish at Hales Corner where a small boy was trying to give away the unwanted litter so he wouldn’t have to drown them. The thought that anyone would want to and have to drown a newly born puppy disturbed me terribly, so I was glad that Pa for some reason I still can’t discern had accepted one and since Pa rarely accepted anything free gave the boy fifty cents and brought her home. Discovering her when I returned from school I was stunned. She was so young, so tiny, and she shivered and whined. So I held her, taking in immediately her lingering placental odor that I can still recall.

How to describe that odor, unlike any other I’ve ever known — musky — dry — fury — none of those descriptors capture her distinct essence. I fed that small dog everyday, petted her, holding her in my arms to quiet her shivers. At night when she whined or whimpered I snuck her beneath the covers of my bed. When she grew, we became inseparable, so perhaps through her being so young when I got her and from my attempt at kindness she had imprinted to me and I now saw that my love for her and her for me was the reason for her death. What a terrible awareness that loving a living, helpless being could cause its death.

A small dog with lots of terrier and a sharp snout like a tiny Dobie, she had followed me constantly. She sometimes played with the large, orange Angora when he allowed, and they eventually slept together after he got over his initial disdain at her intrusion. Everyday she would meet me on my way home from school after Ma had let her out of the house: There she would be coming up the road as fast as she could run, ears back, paws a blur, reaching me, jumping and turning in sheer joy, growling and yapping, then running off, then turning back to check my progress, then running off again, until we reached home. Then one day she was gone. She had come full circle.

The problem was that she would never let any of the male dogs mate with her when she was in estrus and Pa would never even consider the expense of having her spayed. The last time she was in heat she had fled from a pack of males, they pursuing her trying to mount her one by one after another until she cried and snapped from the pain along her ribs and flanks from where their paws had tried to hold her. She even snapped at me when I had tried to calm her as she lay quivering in her bed. My parents despite my tearful pleas decided to get rid of her. One day when I arrived home from school the road was empty and still. I found her basket gone. I went up to the woods alone to sit beneath the tree from which she had freely roamed.

My point is that perhaps by having imprinted to me she would never be able to accept any dog but maybe I’m just projecting. If there’s any truth in my claim surely there are interesting implications: Even love has its rate of exchange. Even I am capable of love even if only for a dog. Why only for a dog?

10.2.71

I walked up to Claremont today after deciding last night that I needed to get away from the apartment. Staying here all day I become too self-conscious of the time and I find too easy to eat and drink too much wine. So I’m going to try to live the monk’s life. I’ve taken an assigned carrel in the Claremont colleges library and the carrel I have is off by itself among the stacks and very quiet. What a contrast to my second-level apartment in Pomona and all the trucks in and out of the cement factory next door. Perhaps I can get some work done here at the library where it’s quiet and isolated.

Yet I’ve wondered lately if I could do any work at all. Vickers’ response to my first paper really threw me. His snide comment was that it read like something written about what I did on my last vacation. So despite his subdued manner, Vickers is potentially a vicious little man who seems to protest too much. He makes too much noise to be that completely sure of himself, and even though Hutchinson says the emphasis in the department is not about promoting logical positivism, yet when I had asked the first time I had visited the Philosophy Shack, not knowing anyone, Vickers was sitting among others in his disguise of denim shirt and jeans and brushed leather work boots as if he were aspiring to be Eric Hoffer, the longshore man who’s written bestselling books when not unloading ships on San Francisco’s waterfront. Since that incident I’ve felt the influence of positivism is certainly here: If you can’t prove something through reason, it’s not worth considering., the study of philosophy an activity following the gospel according to Wittgenstein: We are dealing with important and difficult questions, so let’s all be serious about reading philosophy. O.K., to be fair, what they’re trying to do is build their own world and as usual my problem is that my world is so different. 

Part of my problem is that I don’t want a vocation. I already have one I’ve suspended so that I can achieve something with my writing. Yet I get little support, for any criticism I receive is always in terms of what others want for helping them succeed in what they do. So, too, with this philosophy department. I have to play the game their way if I’m going to make it. I suppose that’s being wise, but why do I have to pay the price for something other than what I want?

My decision is rather than to give it up I’m going to treat it as just another job. The information and understanding I can get from this year and the next two years will help me make the world more clear to others. My studies here will give me a perspective that will help not only in my showing others how to write but also in gaining a background in the history of ideas. Of course, there’s also that business of more money and the prestige of having the Ph.D., so I must take everything as it comes and try to preserve my own integrity. 

My plan is to come up to the library early each day as if I’m coming to an office. I guess I need a certain rhythm in my life that helps me fill my days and focus on my work. Why I should be obsessed with time I don’t know. I guess because of my sense of failure from my not succeeding at what I most want to do. I’ve recently become very aware of so many others writing and writing well even better than I and that admission is very disconcerting. Yet perhaps that’s the place to begin. I need to start looking at what I’m doing and try to do something better. I must also read other things beside philosophy and read literature to see how others do it and help establish a contrast to what I’m reading on my job of learning philosophy. What a way to go about being educated! Too bad the world seems based too much on the ambitions of twerps. Somehow I must rise above them and my present self toward something more that always seems elusive.

More and more I feel like what I’ve read in Sartre’s Nausea. I’ve even thought of using this journal I’m writing in now as a basis of something similar. But Sartre has said it well enough it doesn’t have to be said again. In fact, his saying it the first time led to my feeling as I do. So aware of my own difficulty in grasping the vast, absolute silence of the universe, this morning unlike Pascal I can accept that silence I don’t consider terrifying but awesome filling me with agape’. At first I was going to stay home and try to work. Then I thought of the Pomona library. Instead, I peddled up here arriving through the bright sun, the heat, the traffic – all busy – so terribly, almost terrifyingly busy with all the private lives and ambitions carrying themselves along in their own portable cage just like mine. Yet what seems odd I could look at people and understand them and finally see them as they are:

The young waitress in the coffee shop I stopped in at Claremont: I witnessed her nervousness because of the continuous admonition of the cook behind the counter. I viewed her dark pelt through her thin uniform exposing her white nylon briefs as she bent for things below the counter, the cook also watching her then glancing at me as if I were coveting his possession. 

The dissipated, grizzled black in the coffee shop with upturned collar of his denim jacket: “Man, I’ve got nothin’ in my head,” he groaned, not ordering anything, just sitting there slumped in the booth, his head in his hands while the young man came with his pale skin and slicked-back hair to hassle the black man to either order or leave. I paid for the man’s coffee when I left.

On the way up to the library I tried to think about philosophy but my mind like the black man’s simply floated as if it refused to ponder anything. Yet my mind working all the time responds to the way people looked at me, their world so busy. I felt I needed that suspension, I finally aware of how neurotic I’ve become always worrying about everything. But why the worry? I keep on thinking of Victor Frankl’s The Doctor and the Soul. I know what I must do yet feel unable to do anything. Perhaps my considering what I’m doing as just another job treating it as an exercise getting as much as I can from the experience will help me survive and give me a definite direction. As I entered the library I observed the librarian from whom I was assigned a carrel: her sweat-stained armpits, her equine face.

One thing I’ve noticed today: Yesterday when we finally found Montclair Plaza how empty the place seemed even with so many people. Claremont is such a contrast with houses on campus, covered walkways, almost as if someone was desperately trying to create an atmosphere a college should have and oddly I find myself wanting to believe in that world too but disappointed that I can’t, so all that’s left is work and perhaps art and my unaccomplished writing. 

On the way up to school I thought again about the possibility of just going off somewhere and writing, throwing myself into the fray becoming so engrossed in the world I create the everyday world could go its own way. I wonder if I could actually get that lost. What made me think of that possibility? Perhaps the quick reading I had of Malamud’s new book The Tenants: A man spends two years writing a book about two authors, one a Jew, the other African American, the two remaining residents of a condemned apartment building. I wonder how Malamud came up with that idea for a story? 

Enough of aimless conjecture. I must figure out my schedule to see how I will go about doing my job getting to and from my “office” in the library, although I know I am only trying to delude myself by keeping busy. Perhaps that will at least keep me stumbling toward some elusive goal.

It seems to me that many people – most perhaps – act at being something pretending to amount to something so they assume a role they feel is appropriate to the image they conceive for themselves and they try to make that image work. They play the role so well that eventually distinguishing the person from the persona becomes difficult and the two become one. People become the persona they believe they are. Some even assume multiple persona. I see this a great deal around here so the question for me is what role should I assume? 

Perhaps I have already and have always assumed a role or different roles for the various situations in which I’m engaged. For example, people tell me I act differently in front of a classroom where they observe me as energetic and passionate about what I’m doing in contrast to when outside of class where I assume my usual withdrawn, dour, pensive manner. So what new role do I want to assume for my current situation? Perhaps a way to begin is by deciding what I’m willing to give up to successfully play that role. Yet another question intrudes as a nagging doubt: Is this proposed role simply rationalization to defend against a feeling of inadequacy for dealing with whatever I perceive as a problem and a threat, and if so, does my rationalization actually matter?

So, too, with my drinking. Why should I have to drink to get drunk? If I enjoy wine, why can’t I drink enough with my meals to have it compliment the food? Why must I drink the whole bottle at one sitting, something I have begun to do too much lately. If I don’t watch out I’ll become a drunk like my grandfather Emil who died from cirrhosis.

10.5.71

I’m not sure the experience I’m going through is ego-shrinking or ego-enlarging. Certainly there is a challenge here. I am being exposed to concepts which lead to many questions about the nature of what people refer to as reality that always seems elusive since it slips away when you try to understand or perceive that reality. So, too, the nature of language. Both concepts give me a perspective of which I’ve had a glimpse since first reading Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World. I understand how undeveloped, how primitive my thoughts because they have been based so much on emotion and I look at my writings and judge them as rather thin. If nothing else I’m learning humility. At the same time I keep wondering how I will ever be able to translate for students the ideas I’m absorbing if I decide they’re worth the difficulty of explicating them to others who rarely encounter them while at the same time wondering why I should go through all that trouble. How will what I’m attempting to convey to others change their lives for the better? How have any of the ideas of any philosopher actually enhanced the lives of others. 

When I was in Paris last summer a tour guide informed me that a number of people were considering putting Jean-Paul Sartre on trial for corrupting young people by his bleak, pessimistic philosophy of existentialism. Look at what happened to Socrates because he was accused of setting a bad example for young people by always questioning the validity of people’s beliefs about everything especially the beliefs of those in power.

I’m aware, too, of my students’ attitude toward me. For I see Vickers doing much the same thing I must appear to do. Yesterday in class I began to see the richness of his mind. Yet he has presupposed presenting knowledge for a “beginning” philosophy class for graduates at his own level of thought and not ours. He uses logic – predicate calculus (aka formal logic) – to argue his views. I’m surprised I can actually understand him from the class I took at Cal-Berkeley as an undergraduate from which I thought I had learned little. Yet I feel that although Vickers wasn’t showing off he certainly wasn’t considering how students just beginning graduate work in philosophy might be struggling to follow what he was doing. He wasn’t teaching. He was showing off to display what we too could become if we succeeded at achieving the same level he had reached.

So I wonder about how I’m being educated. I guess I’m being allowed to sit in on a display of the great man’s thoughts and find that although the department is not supposedly committed to logical-positivism, Vickers certainly seems to have a powerful influence and yesterday I saw why. Others in the department go in awe because of his ability to manipulate symbols. But just like math as I’m learning by reading Russell’s Principles of Mathematics symbols are only suppositions about what actually exists but mostly about what people assume exists on the basis of reasoning from what they know to what they don’t, that reasoning too often only conjecture supported by their manipulation of symbols to support what they claim without any verifiable evidence to prove their argument is sound. Look at what’s been going on in quantum mechanics.

I look again at my writing and judge it as wanting. Yet I need that contrast to get away from what I do during the day. I certainly need a different way of perceiving other than through the lens of abstract thought. Poetry saved me once. Perhaps it might again. Knowledge by itself is something, but it always seems to be filtered through human personality and human perception affected by personal concerns and in the process something happens that distracts or clouds our understanding of what is actually there in a world we assume we know while we flounder like some startled fish yanked suddenly from murky water into glaring light.

How important is my work and what it might do for me? Can it become something in and of itself? I see some potential in my stories and poems. Yet I wonder if potential is enough. So how can I regard my work as a constant and as a relief? I keep thinking of Russell’s’ admonition to live first and let my writing develop until I’m ready. But what will indicate and how will I know when I’m ready?

I can see that I’m becoming too involved and I’m taking the whole situation too seriously as if everything I’ve considered will actually take place. Yet every institution seems to consider itself superior to any other and assumes that everyplace else doesn’t meet its standards so apparently each place considers that itself alone holds the only way to achieving the ideal believed as the most exalted.

I’ll have to seek advice from Hutchinson since I’m hesitant to approach Louch, the present chair, who seems distant and austere and thus challenges my resolve to approach him at what I consider an opportune moment. All this hassle just slows me down, makes me accept whatever as it happens, and get as much as I can out of my experience here. So again I should take the attitude that it’s my life and I can learn a lot just watching people work and move and act. Now let’s see if I can go out into the world, ride that bike up to Claremont every day, and maintain that attitude.

I have to get to work. I think of stories of people who have their own truths different from what I’m going through now. I see people here as somehow never having suffered always involved in their own world of ideas: The professor of ethics, a Harvard man nervous despite his degree probably because he’s new and has to prove himself. Vickers always involved in logic he always seems to turn on and off to dazzle people with his command of argumentation while he sits before a large poster with a portrait of Descartes who claimed “I think, therefore I am,” the poster in rebuttal offering the wise declaration: “Just because you’re logical doesn’t mean your right.” Yet most people here, especially Vickers, thinks manipulating arbitrary symbols makes him right, a course in the subject required for taking the qualifying exams for work toward the doctorate, although I’ve heard rumors that the department will soon drop the requirement since Louch now chair of the department thinks a course in formal logic isn’t necessary for dealing with philosophical issues.

To face the world with all its immediacy and accept it without expecting anything from it perhaps that approach will help me grow. Certainly I desire to discover a whole new universe of ideas that should guide me in my pursuit of knowledge so that the search need never end as long as I can keep the world in a proper perspective and keep my emotional needs and inadequacies from interfering with my search. So I must stop feeling I have to continuously prove myself. 

Again the attitude I should have is for me not to view everyone as a threat but to see them as they are what they are and for what they do. Each one is unique and can give something of themselves to help me know who they are and how to picture them through words, and each moment of my life should help me define what I have gained from those moments that art and writing should help me form and clarify. So I must begin to conceive each experience as a deliberate, exact, and objective potential, at the same time it implies the tacit certainty that lies at the core of any truth. The development and mastering of technique should help reveal those truths. One way to master that technique and reveal those truths is to reveal characters within the situations in which they are compelled to choose and act.

Epictetus used the image of the fig tree as the perfect expression of a stoic attitude that should guide my work and my life: one should let the fruit ripen according to its own natural growth. Trying to force its ripening will not cause it to suddenly bear fruit.

10.19.71

I feel the need to talk after a restless night of bad dreams following a day of varying thoughts, some so abstract I had difficulty maintaining a sense of actually perceiving the world as I usually experience it and that sense carried over into my dreams. I suppose my concern over such a carry over is my attempt to restore some perspective. Yesterday in Topics, Vickers again read a paper that dealt with the theory of judgment and for the entire time he read, I felt lost, felt inadequate, yet at the same time I slowly began to understand the possibilities of learning here, at least of defining the situation in which I can learn, the areas of knowledge that are still open to speculation, a definite contrast to Ethics were we plod through the ideas of all the usual suspects and everyone seems dissatisfied with what everyone else claims is the truth regarding moral behavior and what constitutes being a moral person. Yet if I find difficult maintaining some distance, I see others so involved, or they seem to be, yet at times I think they’re almost cynical in their response and their involvement because they’ve learned the game and how to play it, and sometimes they seem aware of their cynicism and at other times not.

For example, in Topics, the tall blond whom I noticed wearing a ring sat by the window flicking ashes from her cigarette, commenting from time to time, asking so many questions she seemed truly concerned about receiving a satisfactory answer. She has very sharp features and long blond hair and she wears mod clothes that hug her slender body. Something about her thin, sharp nose that flares at the nostrils makes her seem diabolic. After Vickers finished reading she remarked on the paper saying she wanted to come again because she considered Vickers' paper as paradigm. “Thanks love,” he replied in his usual way with pursed lips.

I wonder what all that was about but I have become aware that these philosophers are cultivating their own world. Up until the time Russell discovered the beauty of mathematics he was so bored and discouraged he wanted to kill himself. After his discovery of the beauty in mathematics he lived practically forever and his remarks in Principles of Mathematics and in his article on logic show his involvement and how mathematicians have built a world of their own making to give their lives meaning through beauty.

Yesterday I felt the difference between my own world which for now at least is becoming a part of that world. Perhaps that’s what I’m trying to describe now. Until this morning I felt so oppressed. Yet yesterday after Vickers’ reading we were left to organize the class and after working together with a sense of purpose some of the pressure is off. I also understand better what is expected and Vickers’ paper shows the kind of abstraction he’s setting as an “ideal” for us to reach. Yet I sense a slight arrogance on his part to put us in our place and indicate the superiority of his and I’m aware what I’ve become involved in is just another situation defining the distribution of power and those who have it working to keep it and those who don’t have it trying to get it.

So, too, in the library I felt such a sense of mutability, a questioning again of what I’m doing here and what I want from this experience in my life. This morning I thought of others at the college where I’ve worked who get their terminal degree quickly and easily so they can have a position at a level that is also so different from mine and which they perceive as superior thus allowing them access to the benefits provided by their superior status. 

Here at Claremont I see myself being exposed to new ideas. I see these late adolescent people cynically involved, if my judgment is accurate, and I’m aware of the difference in years and perhaps the difference in temperament and my understanding makes me aware of another change in my perceptions, maybe just another blossoming, an opening of other possibilities of gaining knowledge in another field. Yet the thought always remains: What’s it all about? Surely something I need to determine if I’m to survive.

I again recall my first day when I still felt apart confident in the life I was suspending and my offering the comment something about isn’t that what philosophy is about and getting a stinging reply almost as if by asking such a basic question the whole process came into question and having to deal with such a fundamental question is almost obscene for them, I suppose because they’ve “committed” themselves and have invested their lives. Yet listening to them talk at lunch, their gathering almost by demand from necessity because of an unspoken edict and I hear them talk about getting jobs and about sports and about cars and TV sit-coms before suddenly becoming engaged in the conflict of differing abstractions.

Well, were am I? My dissatisfaction with my Topics paper that was judged as too superficial yet was all that I could develop given my lack of background. My feeling of wanting to keep on top of everything to get in and get as much as I can and then get out perhaps that understanding will help relieve the tension that’s been building and perhaps explain the reason why I collapsed last night after dinner. I mean I became so sleepy I lay on the floor and konked out and afterward when I woke, the relief of tension allowed me to get interested in some of my old interests which I’ve had to set aside.

I’m aware that everyone here seems to have commitment, are thoroughly involved, and that’s why they’re here. Perhaps that's why I’m here, yet at the same time I feel the pull of my old self. I feel the attraction of the new yet I’m aware this is somewhat like a game and I think I’m not being paranoid when I consider how they play it and their play is sometimes slightly vicious because they’re in a position to manipulate and maintain the sense of knowing they’re on top. 

So Hutchinson, former chair of the department, condescends to eat with us and be chummy. Vickers insists on coming in and reading abstract papers which will reveal to us his dealing with important philosophical issues regarding the problem of how we come to know anything so he maintains the attitude of others toward him that he is one of the few who actually have classes that are considered “deep.” I think they all take themselves too seriously as if they’re a group of evangelical devotees.

So how do I get as much out of this adventure and still maintain some sense of identity that now seems always shifting given the situation that confronts and challenges me so I have some identity as a person but never as a self, only an image of two bright green eyes like Vincent van Gogh peering out at the world often perplexed, too often frightened. Why do I feel so empty? Each day I ride through quiet residential streets, pedal up to school, sit in a quiet library crowded with books filled with so many words of those so many who are dead. Each day I see custodians and librarians doing a job to fulfill their own needs, their days passing as quickly as mine. Although my first reaction is panic my response must be acceptance by trying to keep everything in perspective. I’m tired of being self-conscious and feeling inadequate, so I guess I better get to work.

10.20.71

Read parts of Russell’s autobiography yesterday in hopes of gaining some insight into what he was trying to do in Principles of Mathematics and why he changed his theory of how words denote meaning. What I discovered in the autobiography was the man. He had periods of depression. He, too, had times when he had faced the blank page and it remained blank at the end of the day. He, too, felt at times that rather than continue to live he felt an urge to throw himself under a train.

He also confirmed some of my opinions and made me reconsider others. First, he supported my notion that one of the attraction of math is that it is a world one makes by oneself. He says it is as possible for math to be a work of art as any other art form. He says math is a world that can contain poetry and truth. Yet he also admits that some of the logical problems of math with which men concern themselves seem trivial, and he wondered at times why he even bothered concerning himself with such problems for so many years.

He also talked about the tragic sense of life, the almost oppressive sense of history European people have that Americans don’t have, and he suggests that American literature is superficial because it doesn’t convey the tragic sense of life from the knowledge of suffering which all Europeans have had and must abide. He also states that art is not a matter of technique alone but is the expression of feeling controlled by the use of technique.

So in a way I was right about the old boy, but in a way I was also wrong. I was right in that he viewed math as pure and as arbitrary as any artificial world into which he and others like the people at school use to escape the sense of nausea from day to day existence. The celebration of math is like a religion, and I think Russell almost says something like that somewhere in that math (and I would add art) like religion creates a link with the belief of others. I was wrong in thinking that he hadn’t distinguished the man of flesh and blood he wanted to be.

I also picked up a copy of Camus’ L’Etre et Endroits and the portraits there are similar to the ones I want to create in sketches of people who reveal themselves without knowing what they reveal. Again the question why did he succeed and why do I fail? Yet reading Camus shows me the tragic sense of life that Russell claims we Americans do not feel and Camus offers an example of how he built his sense of life similar to the way I look at things. So I also would like to be able to express that sense. Four qualities help define and create that sense of self: first, an almost hyper awareness; second, a sense of irony; third, restrained emotion; fourth, a sense of empathy or understanding perhaps even pity for the people one portrays. Equally ironic the possibility that one might feel a certain self-pity and that sense might be the hardest to avoid and control.

I think in a way Russell’s wrong about technique alone offering the means of gaining and keeping control over emotions, especially through works of art, and I doubt technique alone would also work in controlling one’s life because control alone without direction would not offer meaning.

A flat bike tire yesterday from chestnut burrs. Last night I took the tire up to get it fixed but I did all the work while the attendant with an accent did nothing then charged me a dollar for the use of tools. I grumbled but paid.

This morning I considered working for the Ph.D in English because I discovered Claremont would accept my M.A from Berkeley. Yet looking at the course work required, the thought of confining myself to all that again seems too constraining. Philosophy will give me a different perspective and already I’m gaining the background I need that will help me in reading literature and developing my writing. Philosophy should help develop sensibility as well as restraint. Literature seems too emotionally based, too apparently ego-centered to really help define the philosophic sense, the tragic sense of life that I’m attempting to define and convey. Yet I must not forget the emotional basis for art that will give to the work a sense of power because emotion is restrained by technique. Now if I could only get to the writing I actually want to do because I need contrast and relief from the kind of work I’m doing now in studying philosophy.

10.22.71

Perhaps I should think of this period of my life as “philosophical,” but obviously that’s a rationalization for my not working at my writing. I rise each morning with the intention of doing good work. Yet I face that activity almost as a chore so I
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