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INTRODUCTION

           Dear Gary,†

           I think it would be both surprising and disappointing if we agreed more than we do. If we agreed about everything, what would we have to say to each other? I’m for conversation.

Wendell Berry

           Dear Wendell,†

           . . . I’m not sure if anything is [between you and me] except distance and differing plant communities and climates. That’s how it feels to me, anyhow.

Gary Snyder

In contemporary American literature and environmental thought, Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder are often mentioned among the most important writers and public intellectuals of our day. Gary Snyder was born in 1930 and grew up on the West Coast in a politically active household of timber workers and dairy farmers during the 1930s and 40s. He studied literature and anthropology at Reed College and emerged in San Francisco as a central figure in the counterculture movement. He went on to travel throughout Japan and across the globe, before settling down in 1970 with his young family at Kitkitdizze, a homestead built with friends in the Sierra Nevada foothills. While living there, Snyder has written more than twenty works of prose and poetry that explore connections among ecology, Eastern philosophy, and indigenous anthropology. On the opposite side of the nation, Wendell Berry was born in 1934 and also grew up in a family committed to economic reform through the Burley Tobacco Growers Cooperative, a regional initiative begun in the 1920s to secure marketplace parity for local farmers, and established finally under the New Deal in 1941. After studying English at the University of Kentucky, Berry attended the Stanford Creative Writing Program in the late 1950s. His first novel, Nathan Coulter, was published in 1960. In 1965, after an extended period of travel, Berry moved with his family to Port Royal, Kentucky, where he has written more than fifty works of poetry, fiction, and nonfiction. He continues to live and work alongside his wife, Tanya Berry, at Lanes Landing Farm.

For the past two years, I have had the pleasure of working with nearly 250 letters exchanged between Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder from the early 1970s to the present. When these two men began writing to each other, neither could have imagined the impact their lives would have on American literary and political culture, nor how their lives would link them to distinct places, as well as to one another. The letters tell a story of friendship between men committed to restoring ecological, cultural, and economic health in two different American regions. They speak of shared experiences at their respective homesteads — Lanes Landing Farm and Kitkitdizze — their influence on each other’s numerous writing projects, and their participation in groups such as the Lindisfarne Association, The Land Institute, and the Schumacher Society. But even more important, the letters exchanged between Berry and Snyder provide a lived example of something increasingly scarce in American culture — two people working to recover and maintain the art of dialogue — namely, the practice of sustaining a meaningful conversation that is both critical and hospitable, particularly when ideological tensions run high enough to spark division.

When reading the works of Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder, it can be tempting to stress points of difference, setting Snyder’s radical countercultural commitment to reinhabiting the Sierra Nevada foothills as a Zen Buddhist against Berry’s agrarian practice of land stewardship that is shaped by Christian thought. However, focusing on differences alone clouds the unifying power of fidelity. The beauty and witness of this complex friendship exists in the men’s expressions of particularity more than stark points of division. Snyder remains a practicing Zen Buddhist committed to principles of animism and hunting-and-gathering in the Sierra Nevada foothills, even as Berry works from Port Royal, equally dedicated to revising rural economies in relation to the inheritance of Western culture. Neither man practices a superficial — what Berry calls “feckless” — expression of religiosity, but instead weaves the ecological rhythms and patterns of the places they inhabit into their lives. Their distinct cultural upbringings, educations, and commitments to particular regions shape where they stand and how they write. Yet the shared practice of restoring the health of wounded places remains intact in the work of both men.

When differences arise between Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder, the two writers remain in conversation, benefiting from what Berry calls “binocular vision,”† the art of gaining clarification of thought by perceiving through the other person’s way of being. This leads to an awareness of their mutual existence in an expansive and generous source of energy that Snyder calls “mind.” For example, in 1980, after reading Snyder’s The Real Work: Interviews & Talks, 1964–1979, Berry sent a letter acknowledging key differences between himself and Snyder, yet was also moved to write the following:

. . . I read this book with a delight and gratitude that I rarely feel for the work of a contemporary. Given our obvious differences of geographic origin, experience, etc., it is uncanny how much I feel myself spoken for by this book — and, when not spoken for, spoken to, instructed. It is a feeling I have only got elsewhere from hearing my brother speak in ‘environmental’ controversies — the realization and joyful relief of hearing someone speak well out of deeply held beliefs that I share. And this always involves a pleasant quieting of my own often too insistent impulse to speak.†

In that same collection of interviews, Snyder — in spite of any differences — also spoke of the common bond he shared with Berry. While stating the importance of Eastern philosophy in his life and work, he insisted that Berry’s commitment to practicality and Western culture “draws on the best of American roots and traditional mindfulness . . . to teach us something that we’re not going to learn by studying Oriental texts.”† In this spirit, Berry and Snyder retain their particular ways of being, but through hospitable acts of perceiving beyond the self are also enlarged into a common existence of work and hope.

Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder knew about each other long before they met in the early 1970s. After Berry and Tanya Amyx were married in 1957, the couple spent a summer living in the Camp, a family cabin on the Kentucky River. That fall, they moved to nearby Georgetown, where Berry taught English at Georgetown College. Following the birth of their first child, Mary, the growing family headed west to California, where Berry attended the Stanford Creative Writing Program on a Wallace Stegner Fellowship (1958–60). It was then, while living in Mill Valley at what is now the O’Hanlon Center for the Arts, that Berry was reading Poetry magazine and took interest in the work of Robert Creeley, Denise Levertov, and Gary Snyder. Before long, he went to City Lights Books and bought a copy of Riprap (1959), Snyder’s first book of poems that was published in Kyoto, Japan, by Origin Press. The poems made a substantial impression on Berry, who, a few years later, spoke of Snyder’s work in “A Secular Pilgrimage,” a lecture given through United Campus Ministry at University of Kentucky, before it was published in The Hudson Review (1970) and A Continuous Harmony (1972).

By the late 1950s, Gary Snyder was already something of a legend in the San Francisco poetry scene. After graduating from Reed College, he worked several jobs for the U.S. Forest Service, the U.S. Park Service, and the Warm Springs Indian Reservation. Between periods of work, writing, and hitchhiking up and down the West Coast as an itinerant laborer, Snyder also studied Chinese and Japanese at University of California, Berkeley. Then, in 1955, after meeting Kenneth Rexroth in San Francisco, he read “A Berry Feast” alongside Allen Ginsberg’s Howl at the now famous Six Gallery event. At the time, Snyder was living in Mill Valley with Jack Kerouac, who went on to cast him as Japhy Ryder in The Dharma Bums (1958). A year after the Six Gallery reading, Snyder departed again, this time on a marine freighter to study Zen Buddhism in Japan. For nearly fifteen years, he lived in Buddhist communities, worked on an oil tanker, explored India, and made several trips back to San Francisco.

The 1960s proved to be a decade of travel for both Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder, ultimately leading to conscious decisions to settle down and raise families at specific homesteads. After the publication of Nathan Coulter, Berry spent a year with his family, mostly in Florence, Italy, on a Guggenheim Fellowship (1961–62). When they returned to Kentucky their second child, Den, was born — and the family moved again — this time for a teaching opportunity in New York City. Two years later, Berry took an appointment at the University of Kentucky, and the family purchased a small farm in Henry County, where Berry’s ancestors had lived and farmed for seven generations. While the family was restoring an old farmhouse above the Kentucky River, Snyder was living in Japan, making plans to return to the West Coast with his wife, Masa Uehara, and their first son, Kai. Upon returning to California, their second child, Gen, was born and the family settled into the Sierra Nevada foothills where they built a homestead called Kitkitdizze. With Berry and Snyder now rooting themselves in very different places, it did not take long for these like-minded neighbors to find each other across the miles and cultures between them.

Jack Shoemaker, an editor and publisher in the Bay Area, proved to be a catalyzing link between Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder. Shoemaker had met Snyder in the early 1960s, when the poet agreed to do a reading for the opening of the Unicorn, a bookstore that Shoemaker started with friends near the University of California at Santa Barbara. A few years later, in 1969, Shoemaker read Gary Snyder’s Earth House Hold and “a book by a young writer [he’d] barely heard about, The Long-Legged House by Wendell Berry.” Enamored by both works, Shoemaker remembers that “where Snyder’s book celebrated the exotic and otherness of life, from Zen in Japan to working as a merchant mariner and a fire lookout in the Sierras, Berry’s book explored and celebrated the familiar, the possible, an American life that [he] could imagine living.”† While traveling through Kentucky the next year, Shoemaker visited Port Royal and spent a few days at Lanes Landing Farm. The two men talked about writing and publishing, as well as Sand Dollar Books, an independent bookstore and press that Shoemaker was starting in Berkeley. Within a few years, Shoemaker had further extended his literary friendship to both Snyder and Berry by publishing Howard McCord’s Some Notes to Gary Snyder’s Myths & Texts (1971) and An Eastward Look (1974), a book of poems about Chinese paintings that Berry entrusted to him.

In 1973, while Jack Shoemaker and Wendell Berry worked through the production details for An Eastward Look, Snyder stepped into the conversation, and a correspondence began to take shape. Snyder’s first letter to Berry expressed thanks for A Continuous Harmony (1972), a book that mentions Snyder as a contemporary poet with “an impulse of reverence moving toward the world, toward a new pertinence of speech and a new sense of possibility.”† Berry responded to Snyder’s letter with words of mutual appreciation. He wrote of purchasing additional acreage and farming with horses, as well as “reading with pleasure several booklets by you that Jack Shoemaker sent me.”† Berry closed the note by wishing Snyder prosperity at Kitkitdizze, and in this polite exchange a journey of more than forty years of friendship had begun.

Within a few months, Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder were making plans to meet in person. Snyder was giving several readings in Ohio and Texas and hoped to stay in Port Royal a couple of days “to help with work around [Berry’s] place. And talk some.”† Subsequent letters say very little about that first meeting, but the encounter made a lasting impression on both men. Snyder returned to Kitkitdizze and sent back several books, along with updates on poetry and politics in the Bay Area. The positive energy felt by Snyder was mutual. A few years later, at an event organized by Jack Shoemaker at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Berry and Snyder read poetry together for the first time. Before the reading, Berry called the evening a “moving event”† and remembered the pleasure of welcoming Snyder to Port Royal some years ago. He had felt “close to [Snyder] for a long time from his work” and told the crowd that “to have an orderly head visit you from the other side of your subject” was certainly “a welcome event” and cause for excitement.

After that initial visit, Gary Snyder returned to Kitkitdizze and continued working with bioregional poets in the Bay Area, while Wendell Berry resumed the patterns of life at Lanes Landing Farm. Letters traveled between California and Kentucky over the winter. Then, with the onset of spring, Snyder received a warm letter from Berry, who wrote, “I have been keeping you and your place and things you told me about it a good deal in mind.”† He had hoped to visit Kitkitdizze soon, but farming obligations and the recent death of friend and neighbor, Owen Flood, would postpone any trip out west. He regretted the distance between them, but encouraged Snyder to bring his family back to Port Royal. With that invitation, Berry enclosed the poem “To Gary Snyder,” a memory about their previous visit together.

A few years later, when Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder read poetry together at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, Berry told listeners the story behind “To Gary Snyder” in a tone that was both lighthearted and serious. He said:

The day that Gary left to go to the airport, my boy Den and I went on up to visit the neighbor up a creek. The river was up and we were going along the edge of a backwater and we became aware that we were coming up on a rather large flock of mallards that had come down on the backwater. So we began to ease along to see if we could get up close to them. And we did. We got very close, crawling along on our bellies. And we stayed and watched a long time, got into that companionable spirit that you can get into with creatures — especially ducks, who are very conversational. And then, for some reason, we did a thing neither one of us anticipated. We said, “Well, we got to be going now” and the ducks didn’t move . . . . The reason we had spoken, I think, was because we hated to break it up. . . . And we were walking along together, being sort of amazed at ourselves and pleased, and Den said, “I wish Mr. Snyder had been here.” And I knew exactly what he meant and I wrote a poem about it.†

Berry and his son, Den, had set out to check on a local neighbor cut off by backwater, but instead stepped into an unexpected encounter with nature that stirred longings for a new and distant companion still present in their minds despite his physical absence.

The language and structure of “To Gary Snyder” connect Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder together as distant neighbors — allies with a common stance in the world — while still acknowledging the geographic space and cultural differences between them. The poem reads:

       To Gary Snyder

       After we saw the wild ducks

       and walked away, drawing out

       the quiet that had held us,

       in wonder of them and of ourselves,

       Den said, “I wish Mr. Snyder

       had been here.” And I said, “Yes.”

       But many fine things will happen here

       that you will not see, and I

       am resigned to ignorance of many

       that will happen in your hills.

       It cannot often be as it was

       when we heard geese in the air

       and ran out of the house to see them

       wavering in long lines, high,

       southward, out of sight.

       By division we speak, out of wonder.

The poem begins with a moment of intimacy shared between a father and son, yet by the concluding lines this community of affection has expanded to also include Snyder. Wendell and Den are connected to a place, but also within a memory. They recall the presence of a new friend, one who was drawn into their home — and then released again — to return to the responsibilities and pleasures of his own place.

With distance set between Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder, the pattern of migrating geese becomes the metaphor that links the two men across any geographic or cultural divide. In a moment of shared wonder, Berry and Snyder watched the geese “wavering in long lines, high, / southward, out of sight.” Snyder’s time at Port Royal came and went quickly, like the geese that passed over the farm and called both men outdoors with eyes set to the sky. Now enclosed with a letter, Berry’s own poetic “lines” are sent across the miles — like geese in flight — to offer an affectionate hello and good-bye, a gesture of friendship that speaks fidelity across the distance. When read from this perspective, the concluding moment of the poem does not speak of “division” as separation. Instead, the final line communicates the existence of two lives within a mutual vision, separated by nothing more than a comma that holds two distinct expressions of being together: “By division we speak, out of wonder.”

A few months after Gary Snyder visited Port Royal, the publication and critical success of Turtle Island (1974) brought new opportunities for teaching and travel, including an appointment as poet-in-residence at the University of Cincinnati. The possibility of the Snyder family staying near Port Royal “delighted”† Wendell and Tanya Berry and “set [them] to thinking” about living arrangements at Lanes Landing Farm. Ultimately, Snyder and his family stayed in Cincinnati but still made several visits to the farm. After nearly three months away, Snyder returned home and wrote to Berry about the pleasures of San Juan Ridge. Writing by the pond and fireside, he described the pleasant “music”† of Kitkitdizze: the slashing and swooping bats, the bullfrogs booming, and the crickets chirping. He had reunited with the rhythmic energies of the Sierra Nevada foothills, but memories of Lanes Landing Farm were also crisscrossing his mind. The “soft rustling of the fire” and music of home conjured harmonious patterns of a nightscape at Berry’s place, “when the lightning was flashing all night and the firebugs were ecstatically responding to that apparently thinking that the absolute principle in the sky was a firebug like themselves.” By way of closing the letter, Snyder enclosed the poem “Berry Territory,” a memory about time spent at Lanes Landing Farm.

In 1977, at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art poetry reading, Gary Snyder told the story behind “Berry Territory” and then dedicated the poem to his friend. He said:

Well, last spring my family and I were all in Cincinnati for a couple of months.† And we had the pleasure of going for a walk one morning up in the hills back of Wendell Berry’s farm above the Kentucky River. So I wrote this poem called “Berry Territory.” This is really my poem for Wendell.

Before reading the poem, Snyder playfully wagered, “I bet [Wendell] has no idea how I read this.” He then took a breath and began to read, diving deeply into the rich ecology of the Kentucky River woodlands.

       Berry Territory

       Many soft leaf structures, bush or tree

       All, angiosperms, blossoms pinched by frost

       Under dead leaves Tanya finds a tortoise

           matching leaves — legs pulled in —

       And woodchuck holes that dive in

           under limestone ledges

           seabottom strata

           (brush their furry backs

           on shell and coral).

       Most holes with dry leaves scattered at the door nobody there.

       A Beech, silvery, smooth, “FJ ’45” deep carved.

       A Chestnut Oak — tall — in the woods on heights

           above Kentucky River, this one born

           back in Dream Time:

           it has a shining being in it,

           with eternal life!

       Wendell, crouched down,

           Sticks his face in a woodchuck hole

           “Hey, smell that, it’s a fox!”

           I go on my knees,

           Put the opening to my face

           like a mask. No light;

           All smell: sour — warm —

       Splintered bones, scats? feathers?

       Wreathing bodies — wild —

       Some home.

Throughout the poem, all residents of Lanes Landing Farm are described as homemakers, various types of burrowers and divers who set down roots in an ecosystem they know as home. Early in the poem, Tanya Berry looks under dead leaves to find a neighboring tortoise, an animal that evokes connections to Turtle Island, an indigenous name for North America and the title of Snyder’s Pulitzer Prize–winning book of poems about learning how to reinhabit the earth. In Native creation stories, a giant turtle carries the continent on its back, or in some cases dives through primordial waters to recover ancient materials to form the place we call home. In a similar way, Wendell and Tanya Berry are portrayed as stabilizing guides, those who have reached down to recover regional stories and materials from the past that can teach us how to live more responsibly in the present. After seven generations of ancestral farming in Henry County, their family has set down roots and become “native to this place.”† The woodchuck, fox, plants, timber, and humans all flourish within an ongoing cycle of life, death, and regeneration, a rhythm of homemaking that is both domestic and wild.

As previously mentioned, “To Gary Snyder” and “Berry Territory” were read together at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, when Wendell and Tanya Berry made their first visit to Kitkitdizze. Jack Shoemaker, who organized the reading and designed a broadside for the event, highlighted the similarities and differences between Berry and Snyder through side-by-side photographs. In one photo, taken in 1975, Berry is shown smiling in the afternoon sun of Frankfort, Kentucky, where local citizens have rallied to oppose the construction of a dam on the Red River. He is a clean-cut protestor. He wears a sweater and has a blade of Kentucky bluegrass leisurely resting on his lower lip. The other photograph, taken at roughly the same time, shows Snyder working at Kitkitdizze. He is a long-haired voice of the counterculture. He wears a denim work shirt, an earring, and a goatee. He looks directly into the camera and—like Berry—is connected to place by a blade of grass held between his lips. The two men speak from different regions and backgrounds, yet the placement and content of the two photos illustrate their common bond.
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Broadside for Wendell Berry and Gary Snyder reading at the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, March 3, 1977. Gary Snyder Papers, Department of Special Collections at the University of California, Davis.

In weeks leading up to the poetry reading, Wendell Berry sensed that the West Coast trip would be tightly scheduled and crowded by appointments and obligations. Yet he promised Snyder, “We are going to visit you . . . and long enough to talk and look around responsibly.† I will want to see as much as time allows of what you will want to show me. I assume that will allow some insight into what is working there in your community.” The trip went as planned and Wendell and Tanya Berry returned from Kitkitdizze feeling inspired and instructed by a place that felt something like home. Two weeks later, Berry sent Snyder a copy of “Life on (and off) Schedule,” a reflective essay about his trip to California that included a commentary about Kitkitdizze and San Juan Ridge. To make his intentions and fidelity plain, Berry enclosed a letter with the essay that concluded, “It’s clear from what I wrote, I hope, how much I was pleased and moved by what I saw there. I’m only sorry we couldn’t stay longer, and will hope to come back again before too long. We are neighbors — distant neighbors.”†

Wendell Berry begins “Life on (and off) Schedule”† by discussing the pleasures of Kentucky farm life, where work is directed by the rhythms and cycles of seasons. Farm work is patterned and loosely scheduled, but, as Berry observes, “one does not make an appointment with a milk cow or a garden, and so one’s care for those things has a kind of margin of convenience.” Once away from the farm, Berry contrasts a life of affection against the movement of people committed to making a living by “waking, eating, talking, sleeping on schedule.” Work is no longer done with pleasure, but by an expectation to be somewhere, to meet a demand, and to ultimately stay on schedule. Comparing the two ways of life, Berry considers “how vulnerable schedules are,” particularly to drastic changes and so-called “unscheduled” weather patterns. Berry’s reference to weather was timely, as Kentucky was experiencing “the coldest winter on record” even as California was in the middle of “the driest winter on record.” The two regions, although ecologically and culturally quite different, were united by the same unwarranted faith in assumed schedules. By imposing human will upon the land, rather than conforming to patterns of local ecology and economy, “the country was prepared to deal with the winter it expected, not the one it got.”

By contrast to life lived on tight schedules, Wendell and Tanya Berry’s visit to San Juan Ridge felt close to home, much like a return to the natural and cyclical rhythms of Lanes Landing Farm. While much of culture celebrates the superficial, Berry described Kitkitdizze as a place with roots “deepening into the continent.” The people of San Juan Ridge, like Berry’s farm back home, had made deliberate decisions to cultivate a “responsible local life, a life that lives by looking around where it is, discovering what is available there, and making appropriate changes in itself as well as in the place.” Upon their arrival at San Juan Ridge, Wendell and Tanya Berry were taken into Kitkitdizze as friends and members of a community that paid little mind to haste. Berry described the first day there in the following way:

Our arrival at Gary’s place — welcomed by his wife, Masa, and his boys, Gen and Kai — was an emergence from schedules. It was like coming out of a tunnel. We were with the people we had come to see, and for a day and a half had no appointments. Natural and human events took place around us because of their own necessities — a kind of generosity in that, permitting rest. We had the deer stepping unafraid through the clearing, the windy light shimmering in the pines, good food, fire, laughter, the company of friends. Later, we slept in the new guest room in the barn.

The next day, Wendell and Tanya Berry were taken through pine trees, along ridges and pathways, and through clearings, where they observed a local settlement of people working to live within the patterns of the Sierra Nevada foothills. In a region once “partly devastated by hydraulic mining,” excessive logging, and random grazing, the people of San Juan Ridge were attempting to live intelligently and modestly within the “ecological limits” the region offered to them. The settlement was only beginning to take shape and would surely be confronted with future questions, but Berry was certain that “the whole country” needed to know what they were learning.

Wendell Berry’s first visit to Kitkitdizze marked a significant moment in a rich friendship that continued to evolve for decades. In years that followed, the two men became closer, and the frequency and complexity of their letters increased. Both continued to make return trips to California and Kentucky, where they gave readings at community and university gatherings and visited each other’s homes. They also appeared at several venues together, including a conference sponsored by the Menninger Foundation; a Schumacher Society lecture in Bristol, England; a gathering at the University of Montana’s Wilderness Institute; and in Santa Fe, New Mexico, where they participated in an interview for the Lannan Foundation with Jack Shoemaker. Between these visits, their letters continued to grapple with questions about particularities of religion, local economics, styles of writing, and the ongoing work of reinhabitation as practiced from two distinct regions. Though not always in agreement, their friendship is a testament to the power of fidelity in an increasingly sectarian culture. With grace and good humor they have lived out what Snyder calls “an ethical life,” the principles and need for which are laid out in The Practice of the Wild:

An ethical life is one that is mindful, mannerly, and has style. Of all moral failings and flaws of character, the worst is stinginess of thought, which includes meanness in all forms. Rudeness in thought or deed toward others, toward nature, reduces the chances of conviviality and interspecies communication, which are essential to physical and spiritual survival.†

By choosing paths of hospitality over mindless competition, these two men — known for giving us alternative models for living in place — have also left us a social map that leads to more generous and imaginative ways of existing together.

Nearly thirty years after Wendell Berry’s first visit to Kitkitdizze, the Kentucky poet returned to visit Gary Snyder’s place with Jack Shoemaker. He had made the trip many times before. On the way back to Berkeley, while Berry and Shoemaker were driving through the winding turns of Highway 49, Berry’s mind went into the past and he said, “I am amazed and moved by the connections in my life. When I sat in Mill Valley in 1959, I never imagined I would ever meet Gary Snyder. I am so grateful to him — he has helped me more then he’ll ever know.” Shoemaker, who was moved by the sincerity of Berry’s words, wrote them down and passed them on. For years, Snyder has kept the words tucked away at Kitkitdizze, telling us that such feelings of wonder and gratitude have certainly been mutual.




ABOUT THE LETTERS

While some of the letters collected in Distant Neighbors emerged from books and files at Kitkitdizze and Lanes Landing Farm, most of them are held at special collections and research libraries in California and Kentucky. Wendell Berry’s letters are in the Department of Special Collections at the University of California at Davis, and Gary Snyder’s letters are available through the Breckinridge Research Room at the University of Kentucky and the Kentucky Historical Society Martin F. Schmidt Research Library.

The letters that follow are arranged chronologically. Editorial notes are added to provide information about the context of specific letters, or to note places where an occasional letter is missing. Endnotes are included to reference names, key events, and particular writings mentioned or enclosed with the letters. For the most part, copies of enclosed poems and essays held at special collections libraries are not reproduced in the book, but are noted or described in the text. To help with locating these materials, references made to works by Berry and Snyder are noted by title and date of publication. These materials are readily available in print editions of each writer’s works. Secondary works by other writers are noted with a complete citation, while materials unique to the archives are typically described. For purposes of readability, information such as phone numbers, addresses, and extraneous passages have been omitted from the book. In such cases, an ellipsis [. . .] inserted in the text indicates that information has been removed from a particular letter.




Distant Neighbors

THE SELECTED LETTERS OF WENDELL BERRY AND GARY SNYDER
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EDITOR’S NOTE: In the early 1970s, Gary Snyder had returned from a long residence in Japan to the Sierra Nevada foothills of Northern California. He built a home at Kitkitdizze, a homestead that he settled on with his wife and young family. On the other side of the country, after living in California, Italy, and New York, Wendell Berry’s family had recently moved to Port Royal, Kentucky, where they were restoring an old house and settling a farm adjoining his grandfather’s land. Gary Snyder and Wendell Berry had not yet met, but they were familiar with each other’s writings and shared a common friendship with Jack Shoemaker, then editor of Sand Dollar Books in Berkeley, California.

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

[July 7, 1973]†

Dear Wendell —

Am reading Continuous Harmony† in between building hen-house, tending bees, cutting firewood, and reading La Barre’s Ghost Dance.†Sanity! Thank you for helping show that creativity and wisdom come from a base of sanity, not disorientation.

fraternally,

Gary Snyder

WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

TO GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

7/24/73 [July 24, 1973]

Dear Gary,

I’m happy to know my book [A Continuous Harmony] meant something to you. It seems to have been lost, in the main, via publication. I have been reading with pleasure several booklets by you that Jack Shoemaker† sent me. We bought an adjoining 40 acre farm† last winter to save it from a speculator — which, gives us about 52 acres, a lot of work, a big debt, all in the rainiest summer on record. We decided to farm with horses instead of a tractor. All this adds up to a profound event. We’ll be years, I think, learning what to make of it.

Thanks. May your household prosper.

Your friend,

Wendell
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EDITOR’S NOTE: In the fall of 1973, Gary Snyder was scheduled to give poetry readings in Ohio and Texas. Berry and Snyder made plans to meet for the first time at Lanes Landing Farm between the readings in early December of 1973. During that visit Snyder also gave a poetry reading at the University of Kentucky.

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

16. X: 73 [October 16, 1973]

Dear Wendell —

How I’d like to! From Cincinnati I go straight off, and am busy up til November 28 — at Southern Methodist, in Dallas. But I could fly back to the nearest airport, and maybe visit you, do a reading on the 29th or 30th of November? Reading would be good to cover extra jog-back plane fare. Let me know possibilities — and if there’s an ok, I’ll schedule plane to yr. area. I want to speak w/ you of several things —

G

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

1. XI.73 [November 1, 1973]

Dear Wendell —

Here’s how I’ve worked it out: arrive on the 29th in Lexington at 6.55 pm (having eaten something during the layover in Louisville) and doing the poetry reading [at the University of Kentucky] directly. [. . .]

And if it’s ok with you, stay at your place Fri. night too, and fly from Louisville leaving 2:38 pm Saturday. I’d like to help with work around your place. And talk some. [. . .]

best,

Gary

[image: ]

EDITOR’S NOTE: Gary Snyder sent this letter after returning from his first visit to Lanes Landing Farm. He also sent Wendell and Tanya Berry several books.

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

[December 6, 1973]†

Wendell, Tanya —†

Thank you. Stewart Brand† is talking about starting an “energy” newsletter. Will read WHALE poems with Ferlinghetti,† McClure,† others at S.F. Soviet Embassy December 12 — try to make ’em quit whaling — see you soon I hope —

Gary

WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

TO GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

Port Royal, Ky. 40058

April 9, 1974

Dear Gary,

Thank you for sending the books. Amidst my various hastes, I have been reading off and on with great pleasure in Spring and Asura.† The others I will get to in time.

I enclose two poems, written shortly after you were here. As you and Tanya were starting off for the airport, you remember, Den† and I were starting to see about two neighbors cut off by the backwater. That was when we had our meeting with the ducks. The poem [“To Gary Snyder”],† I’m afraid, falls far short of the experience. The other poem [“Poem for Den”]† may be too much a sequel. Anyhow, I thought you might like to see them. Depending on how my feelings finally settle on them, I may try to publish them sometime, with your permission.

Our weather this spring has been generally bad — cold and wet, with enough unseasonably warm days to start the trees budding too early. The recent tornadoes missed us, but did severe damage all around us.

I have been keeping you and your place and things you told me about it a good deal in mind. I would like to pay you a visit, but it appears that obligations here are going to be very demanding for the foreseeable future. One of my neighbors† — my beloved friend and teacher for thirty years — just died; his boy, two months home from the service, is going to try to carry on the farm, and will need my help. But I do intend to come by your place some day.

Don’t let my failure to return your visit stop you from coming to see us again as soon as possible. Bring your family.

Love,

Wendell

TO GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

24.V.74 [May 24, 1974]

Wendell —

Glad you weren’t blown away (or your barns) in the recent tornados — and thanks for the poems. — I’m sure you’ll be out this way sometime — of course no rush, so much work here, too (and mountain weather — a sudden snowfall right now — big flakes) —

best,

Gary

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

[November 5, 1974]

Dear Wendell:

Nice poem in Kayak 36. “Its hardship is its possibility.”†

Gary

[image: ]

EDITOR’S NOTE: Gary Snyder was going to be poet-in-residence at the University of Cincinnati (1976), an appointment that Wendell Berry had held in 1974. While in residence both poets delivered the Elliston Lectures, which are available as digital recordings through the University of Cincinnati Libraries. In months leading up to Snyder’s position, the two writers considered the possibility of having his family stay at Lanes Landing Farm.

WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

TO GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

2/17/1975 [February 17, 1975]†

Dear Gary,

I have read your new book [Turtle Island], for which I thank you. Your poems offer a sort of companionship that is of the greatest importance to me. I feel the differences of our origins and educations — and the similarity of our hopes and aims. That is good. Your phone call has delighted us, and set us to thinking. We will do our best to find you something. A house next door to ours is all we can see for sure right now, but it has nothing in the way of convenience. We’ll look for something better. Our winter is wet, warm, muddy.

Your friend,

Wendell

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

17.III.75 [March 17, 1975]

Wendell —

For your agriculture book —†

[. . .] Liese Greensfelder (daughter of old comrade Bob G.)† is undergrad. in Agronomy at Davis — spent 2 years working on (running) a traditional farm in northern Norway. Super-bright. Made definite job at Cinc. next spring. What fun!

edibly,

Gary

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

28 April 1975

Dear Wendell,

After some thought Masa† and I decided that it would be best for us to rent a place in Cinn. and be closer to the schools. We hope to drive down and visit you often. Thanks for thinking about it for us. Just got the book People’s Land† from Rodale Press — it looks good.

Best,

Gary

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

16. IX. 75 [September 16, 1975]

Dear Wendell —

A dear friend of this region will be in Kentucky in October, and he wonders if there’s a chance he could come and spend a few days (2 or 3) with you watching and working? He’s a solid grown man with 2 little ones, who built his own house here 4 years ago, and is slowly learning how to farm. He’d be by himself. You’d get on fine with him. Richard Sisto. I’ve told him to call you when he gets to Lexington, and you give him your answer. I know sometimes the last thing you (one) wants to see is another stranger’s face — esp. when writing — so do what’s right for you (as I’m sure you will) — See you in spring. And thanks for Old Jack† Marvelous!

Gary

[image: ]

EDITOR’S NOTE: This letter was written shortly after Gary Snyder’s return home to Kitkitdizze, following his stay as poet-in-residence at University of Cincinnati. Snyder enclosed the poem “Berry Territory” with the letter.

GARY SNYDER [NEVADA CITY, CA]

TO WENDELL AND TANYA BERRY [PORT ROYAL, KY]

July 25, 1976

Dear Wendell and Tanya,

I’m sitting outside here by the fire by the pond listening to the sharp little slashing sound that bats make when they swoop down and hit the surface of the water after insects, along with the bull frog booming, the crickets in the background and the soft rustling of the fire, enough music for anybody. Makes me think of the night at your place when the lightning was flashing all night and the firebugs were ecstatically responding to that apparently thinking that the absolute principle in the sky was a firebug like themselves. We’re getting back about on an even keel again, and I’m about where I was in February — on my book,† that is to say, everything else cleared off the deck and I’m ready to sit down and work with the actual text. I’m also finally ready to sit down and read the sheets that were sent me from the Sierra Club on your agriculture book.† When I get into that, I’ll probably have some responses to make.

I was devastated to hear of the loss of the second foal and then the loss of the mare. Steve† wrote me about it, or actually I heard about it from his son Aaron who heard about it first; not much to say about it now except I think I know how it felt. Neighbor Richard Sisto got himself a pair of eight-year old white mares, one a bit larger than the other with blue eyes, they really show the red dust. They also take the saddle, they’re not too big; so he and I rode back to his place from my place today with our two year old, used saddles. He’s picked up some pretty good horse equipment, including a mower that works, a disc, a harrow and a plow. I guess he figures to sow oats this fall. He, as well as a number of others, are really looking forward to a little visit from you folks.

Gen† was much better — the asthma — as soon as he got here. Masa was tired, if not downright sick, took almost the whole three weeks gap of time before I got here, before she felt really strong again. I had a really nice drive with Kai,† just the two of us, west, going through the Nebraska sandhills where the cattle are fat and the windmills spinning, through the Black Hills, and visiting the Custer Battle Field — where the crickets sing in the grasses just like they did a couple of centuries ago. We went across the Snake River, Idaho, only a couple of days after the Teton Dam flood. There was mud all over the place and the radio was full of instruction on how to get relief. One of the banks kept making an announcement saying that all of your savings accounts and your records are safe.

Since being back here the main topic of attention is the extreme drought and the high fire hazard. A 1000-acre fire swept part of San Juan Ridge about five miles from here last month, burning about 20 houses to the ground. A lot of them were only semi-permanent shelters for itinerant yogis; but some of them were really fine little homesteads, with fruit trees, water tanks, pianos, Tibetan scrolls, potted plants, goat sheds, etc. There’s a good spirit around here to get back in and rebuild, though. I’m in the process of hooking up a pumpjack and getting a little gas engine to run it to the force pump on my well, since the pond from which we usually irrigate our fruit trees and garden is far lower than ever before, and we can’t siphon out of it to do the watering as we have in the past. The well is good, but simply operating it with a handpump is too much labor with all of that garden out there. The pumpjack unit is still obtainable, brand-new, for $200, and I guess the gas engine will run another $150; but then we’ll be pumping 300–400 gallons an hour into the storage tank and if the well holds up that’ll be just fine. Masa just woke up from a little nap and told me that she wrote a whole letter to you in her notebook when
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