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EDITORS NOTE






This second volume of Bukowskis letters begins, like volume 1, in the 1960s, thanks to the recovery of additional interesting letters from that decade. As that decade ends, Bukowski is liberated from the drudgery of his post office job and embarks with some trepidation on his career as a professional writer, encouraged by a small regular stipend from his publisher John Martin, who undertook to pay him $100 a month to enable him to write fulltime. Throughout the 1970s, as royalties begin to overtake the stipend and he gradually gains confidence that he will be able not merely to survive but to prosper in this new career, the letters return again and again with wonder to his sense of how lucky he is to enjoy being able to live by writing. By the end of the decade, hes the owner of a comfortable house and a new BMW. His worries now are how to protect his fruit trees from frost, how to lower his tax liability, and how to deal with Hollywood directors and stars.


As in volume 1, the letters have been selected and transcribed from photocopies furnished by libraries and individuals. Bukowskis correspondence was astonishingly voluminous, and only selections are given from most letters. Editorial omissions are indicated by asterisks in square brackets, thus: [***]. Ellipses in the original letters are indicated by three dots. Bukowski often typed in CAPITALS for emphasis or for titles. Here, book titles are printed in italics, poem titles in quotes, and emphatic capitals in SMALL CAPS.


Dates are regularized and sometimes supplied from postmarks or guessed at from other evidence. A few spelling errors have been silently corrected. Salutations and signatures are for the most part omitted, except for a few examples that give the characteristic flavor. Some attempt is made to preserve Bukowskis layout, which at times includes multiple margins, but a printed book cannot reproduce such effects unaltered. As in the previous volume, a few letters have been printed verbatim to give the flavor of a completely unedited letter.


References to Hank in the editorial matter are to Neeli Cherkovskys biography of Bukowski, published by Random House in 1991.
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[To John William Corrington]


January 17, 1961


Hello Mr. Corrington:


Well, it helps sometimes to receive a letter such as yours. This makes two. A young man out of San Francisco wrote me that someday they would write books about me, if that would be any help. Well, Im not looking for help, or praise either, and Im not trying to play tough. But I had a game I used to play with myself, a game called Desert Island and while I was laying around in jail or art class or walking toward the ten dollar window at the track, Id ask myself, Bukowski, if you were on a desert island by yourself, never to be found, except by the birds and the maggots, would you take a stick and scratch words in the sand? I had to say no, and for a while this solved a lot of things and let me go ahead and do a lot of things I didnt want to do, and it got me away from the typewriter and it put me in the charity ward of the county hospital, the blood charging out of my ears and my mouth and my ass, and they waited for me to die but nothing happened. And when I got out I asked myself again, Bukowski, if you were on a desert island and etc.; and do you know, I guess it was because the blood had left my brain or something, I said, YES, yes, I would. I would take a stick and I would scratch words in the sand. Well, this solved a lot of things because it allowed me to go ahead and do the things, all the things I didnt want to do, and it let me have the typewriter too; and since they told me another drink would kill me, I now hold it down to 2 gallons of beer a day.



But writing, of course, like marriage or snowfall or automobile tires, does not always last. You can go to bed on Wednesday night being a writer and wake up on Thursday morning being something else altogether. Or you can go to bed on Wednesday night being a plumber and wake up on Thursday morning being a writer. This is the best kind of writer.


Most of them die, of course, because they try too hard; or, on the other hand, they get famous, and everything they write is published and they dont have to try at all. Death works a lot of avenues, and although you say you like my stuff, I want to let you know that if it turns to rot, it was not because I tried too hard or too little but because I either ran out of beer or blood. [***]


For what its worth, I can afford to wait: I have my stick and I have my sand.




The mention of Frost below alludes to his reciting of his poem The Gift Outright (The land was ours before we were the lands. /(The deed of gift was many deeds of war)) at the inauguration of President John F. Kennedy on January 20, 1961.




[To John William Corrington]


[ca. February 1,] 1961


I am listening to Belly up to the bar, boys! and I took the ponies for $150 today, so what the hell, Cor, I will answer, tho this letter-writing is not my meat, except to maybe gently laugh at the cliffs coming down. And it has to end sometimes, even though it has just begun. Id rather you were the one who finally didnt answer. And Id never kick a man out because he was drunk, although Ive kicked out a few women for it, and the wives-to-pinch, they are gone, mental cruelty, they say; at least the last one, the editoress of Harlequin said that, and I said, ok. my mind was cruel to yours


I think it is perfectly ok to write short short stories and think theyre poems, mostly because short stories waste so many words. So we violate the so-called poem form with the non-false short story word and we violate the story form by saying a lot in the little time of the poem form. We may be in between by borrowing from each BUT BECAUSE WE CANNOT ANSWER A PRECONCEIVED FORMULA OF EITHER STORY OR POEM, does this mean we are necessarily wrong? When Picasso stuck pinches of cardboard and extensions of space upon the flat surface of his paper




did we accuse him of


being a sculptor


or an architect?




A mans either an artist or a flat tire and what he does need not answer to anything, Id say, except the energy of his creation.


Id say that a lot of abstract poetry lets a man off the hook with a can of polish. Now being subtle (which might be another word for original) and being abstract is the difference between knowing and saying it in a different way and not knowing and saying it as if you sounded like you might possibly know. This is what most poetry classes are for: the teaching of the application of the polish, the rubbing out of dirty doubt between writer and reader as to any flaws between the understanding of what a poem ought to be.


Culture and knowledge are too often taken as things that please or do not disturb or say it in a way that sounds kindly. Its time to end this bullshit. I am thinking now of Frost slavering over his poems, blind, the old rabbit hair in his eyes, everybody smiling kindly, and Frost grateful, saying some lie, part of it: the deed of gift was the deed of many warsAn abstract way of saying something kind about something that was not kind at all.


Christ, I dont call for cranks or misanthropes or people who knock knock knock because their spleen has a burr in it or because their grandmother once fucked the iceman, but lets try to use just a little bit of sense. And I dont expect too much; but when a blind blubbering poet in his white years is USEDI dont know by WHAT OR WHOhimself, they, somethingit ills me even to drink a glass of water and I guess that makes me the greatest crank of all time. [***]





Robert Vaughan, whose essay in Trace Bukowski responds to below, edited a short-lived magazine called Element, published in Glendora, California.




[To John William Corrington]


February 14, 1961


[***] Now, Bill, since we are discussing poetry and what makes it or doesnt make it, and I think it is important to attempt to figure out just what we are or arent doing, and along this line I have written a letter to James Boyar May of Trace regarding an article that appeared in the Jan-Mar 1961 edition. And since Mr. May probably will not publish this I would like to repeat the letter here, because, in a manner, it falls in with our discussionWell, it goes like this:




Dear Mr. May:


In regards to Robert Vaughans Essay on the Recent History of Immortality, I really dont know where to begin. I rather imagine Robert V. as an intellectual and serious person (I know that he edits a magazine), and that his morals are proper and his study of the poem is more complete, certainly, than mine. And its just here where the difficulty begins. If anybody has ever been forced to attend a poetry class or made the mistake of attending a poetry party, one is made to realize what is proper in poetic and artistic approach, and if I may use a discarded termI dont give a SHIT about either. Mr. Vaughan and the class professors make much of the fact that PROSE IS CREEPING INTO POETRY! God damn it, here we work with our IMAGES and some guy comes along and saysall that matters is a red wheelbarrow in the back yard, gathering rain. These are not the exact words but I dont have time to look up my Williams. It was Williams, wasnt it? Oh wellAnyhow, the prose statement in a poem seems to bother the editors (This is excellent, but it is not a poem!) and it seems to bother the Vaughans and the professors. But I say, why not? What the hells wrong with a 6 or 7 or 37 line long prose statement that is broken into the readable advantage and clearness of the poem-form? As long as it says what it must and says it as well or better than the mould and sound that says THIS IS A POEM, SO LISTEN TO ME. Whats wrong with a 7 line short story or a 37 line novel which is placed within the poem-form, if this form makes it read better than it would if chunked together as a regular sentence or paragraph of regular English prose? Must we always DEFINE AND CLASSIFY what is done? Cant, for Gods sake, cant ART be ART without a program and numbers?


There is NOTHING basically immoral about a poetry that does not attempt to communicate emotions or dredge up from the readers subconscious a prior experience. In fact, I would be tempted to say that a poetry that DOES ATTEMPT to do this isChrist, I dont like to use the word immoral, just let me say that this type of poetry (that attempts) is apt to be confused and repetitive and dull, except to the school of holy rollers who have LEARNED THE RULES and yap and holler when they see the face of their god in the mirror. I know that much poetry is a hand-holding of the lonely at heart. But hell, there are clubs for these people, dances, and bashful kisses upon the terrace. Great poetry sharpens its swords for larger game.


If the creator does not have, for his firm foothold, a moral attitude or ethical approach etc. Let me say that there are no firm footholds in creation. Ask Van Gogh who blew his brains out among the blackbirds with a borrowed shotgun beneath the hot sun that moved the hand that moved the color. Although Van believed in God there wasnt any APPROACH here except the approach of the unknown, THE PROSE PAINT OF HIS COLORS that made Gauguin and Pissaro and other post-impressionists, great as they were, laugh at him because they painted down through the learned rule, the POEM within the lineif I may stretch a point to lay bare these similarities. And when Tolstoy found God his lines went limp, and Turgenev on his deathbed grieved for him because although Tolstoy had given up his land and his coppers for God, he had also given up something else. And although Dostoevski ended up on believing in Christ, he took the long road to get there, a most interesting and perhaps unwholesome road over roulette tables, raping a small child, standing before a wall waiting for the rifles to fire, he found that adversity is the main-spring of self-realism, he found his Christ, but what a most interesting Christ, a self-made Christ, and I bow to him.



Now I realize that in the (and within the) word Morals Mr. Vaughan does not specifically mean religion, but more the religion of thinking and writing in the way that we should. Morals transferred down to 1961 mean a way of thinking and acting that is acceptable upon a fund of realistic and humane reaction to what has happened and what will probably happen. But actually, although the Robert Vaughans mean well, and I have nothing but respect for them, they clutter the way of forwardness. Give me men of apparent evil, for they are the forerunners of a future goodmuch of what was evil at 5:30 p.m. yesterday is something else today.


I think sometimes of the great symphonies that we have accepted today that were hissed at and walked out upon when first heard.


Writing poems is difficult: sweating out the coming of the correct image, the precise phrase, the turn of a thought


Writing poems is not difficult; living them is. Lets be realistic: every time you say good morning to somebody and you do not mean good morning, you are that much less alive. And when you write a poem within the accepted poem-form, making it sound like a poem because a poem is a poem is a poem, you are saying good morning in that poem, and well, your morals are straight and you have not said SHIT, but wouldnt it be wonderful if you couldinstead of sweating out the correct image, the precise phrase, the turn of a thoughtsimply sit down and write the god damned thing, throwing on the color and sound, shaking us alive with the force, the blackbirds, the wheat fields, the ear in the hand of the whore, sun, sun, sun, SUN!; lets make poetry the way we make love; lets make poetry and leave the laws and the rules and the morals to the churches and the politicians; lets make poetry the way we tilt the head back for the good liquor; let a drunken bum make his flame, and some day, Robert, Ill think of you, pretty and difficult, measuring vowels and adverbs, making rules instead of poetry.




Well, thats the letter, more or less, Cor, although Ive changed and added a few words in transposing. I thought, though, that you might want to hear it. Poetry can be such a depressing thing, such a dead thing. How they want to run the chains around us! Why? I really dont understand. It seems as if they are trying to make itwell, like learning to weld or be an engineer. Always this is right and this is wrong, meanwhile not getting to the core at all. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


February 23, 1961


This is a short one. I am on a tear, ill and shaky; no complaints, I guess its something I must burn out of my system, and if I make it, I make it. I dont want to short-circuit you but your last letter shed more light than a powerhouse. That sentence makes me sick. You see how easy it is to roll off a log and just say something? I hate to do you a disservice with an ill descriptionI only repeat, I can barely see out of the front of my eyes this morning.


There was another one who wrote me for a while. But about what? New listings of magazines, about how he met an editor on the street. This guy lives with editors, sleeps with them, goes to the parties, snudges [sic] his nose up all the blind spotsand in a manner, for him, it pays off. He makes a lot of pages and his poems are full of words like STAR SEA NIGHT DEATH LOVE WOUND and you name the rest. What his name is doesnt matter and you can multiply him by the hairs of grass that look so sickly up at me from my 3rd floor rented window. I had to sock him down in a poem to stop him from nibbling the eternal edge of my guts. [***]


Cummings, yes, sometimes. His weakness is that he has devised a form that is easy to fall into. What I mean is that he can say almost anything or nothing and run it through his form and he has a lot of people believing it. This is Cummings, they say, the way they say, this is a Van Gogh, and all critical faculties fall lax because they have been pre-sold. People are pretty hard to sell, but once they believe, they believe and you cannot make them say no with a hammer. Thats not good. Cummings must be made to produce every time he sits down, and not merely sign his name. For Whom the Bell Tolls is one of the poorest novels ever written but nobody knows it because Hem wrote it. Nobody knows but another writer who is close enough to smell it. Nobody knows that a smaller work like To Have and Have Not was really art. And I dont like the word art. How they sound on words and drivel on them and drive us away from them. I had a wife once who divorced me because more in essence than reality I would never say I loved her. How could I say this without dragging in Hollywood and my next door neighbor and patriotism and the barbers cough and the cats ass?


Really, Bill, I am sick this morning. Must stop. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


March 1, 1961


[***] The problem is, Corr, that as we work toward a purer, looser, more holy warmth of expression and creation, the critics are going to have to work a little harder to find out whether its water or piss in the holy grail, and even then they might end up wrong. You know the old comic strip joke about the painting hung upside down or etc., well, theres a lot of practical truth in this. But pure creation will always have its own answer finally, and it will neither be a set of disciplines or undisciplines, it will simply be. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


April 12, 1961


[***] There are some men who can create with a perception of what they are doing and what is happening not only to them but to those around them. I am not one of those. Sometimes the poem wans on me, everything wans on me. The sense of excitement, of explosion is gone. I have been sent a couple of free journals by editors these last few days and reading through them I am disturbed by the fact that we are all writing pretty much alike. It could well be one mans voice under 36 different names. I do not care for this at all. I had long ago given up hope of being an extraordinary poet, and most of the time I do not think of myself as a poet at all; but when I do think of it, at least I would like to think I have failed with a more or less individual voice, but it seems as if we have pared everything down to a ghastly likeness. Whether this is caused by a simplification of language, a cutting out of extremes, a sidewalk grammar I dont know. You can look at the new buildings going up and the old buildings going down. Everything is now a straight line and a square corner. Ornament is gone. It is a reaction. Falsity can breed in ornamentation. But falsity can also breed in the flat voice. Steiner, I believe the name is, says in this quarterly Kenyon Review that we are drifting toward mathematics and away from the word, and to this I must agree. By the way, I know that the Kenyon Review is supposed to be our enemybut the articles are, in most cases, sound, and I would almost say, poetic and vibrant; the poetry, of course, remains almost unbelievably flat and lifeless. It seems that forever in the university circles we are allowed truth in the article or the discussion, but when it comes down to the old brass tracks [sic] of actual creation we are supposed to take it easy and look the other way. [***]




In the following, Bukowski defends his earlier favorable mention (in a letter not included here) of an article by Harry Hooton, an Australian poet, in a recent issue of Trace.




[To John William Corrington]


April 26, 1961


[***] Hooton, of course, overstates his case. Why must they be such holy-rollers about everything? Your enemy or the devil might turn out to be a pretty good guy if you could learn his language and drink beer with him and pinch his wife when he goes to the bathroom. He has Yeats sneering. Hooton beats a loud drum. Yeats could have told him, The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity. This is most certainly a messagebut without preaching; or from the same poem:





what rough beast, its hour come round at last, Slouches toward Bethlehem to be born?




Yeats died in 1939. [***]


Eliot, of course, began well, then got fancy with the Four Quartets, took on Catholicism and Criticism, was listened to by everybody, and paled off because he sold too many things at once and was not essentially a fighter or strong enough to stand firm. And yet Eliot did leave us something, perhaps a clearer flowing diction, and if Hooton says he voted with Yeats, that should make him (T.S.) pretty strong. About Stevens, I dont know. The Kenyon school, of course. Stevens tries very hard to be bright by saying nothing in a manner that would seem to imply something if only you were intelligent enough to understand, but, of course, since you arent, you should be god damned glad to god damn read the shape of the words anyhow. Tate is another dry as dust faker who has had no more than one or two toothaches of the souland although Hooton did not mention Tate, and it is getting out of bounds to do so, I get out of bounds anyhow. I would never like Tate if I drank beer with him for 40 years or I pinched his wifes autographed copy of Wallace Stevens.


To hell with Hooton.


Give me Conrad Aiken, Robinson Jeffers, Ezra Pound and Yeats. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


June 8, 1961


Just got out of jail, I must see judge Friday, 1 p.m. [***] I will be 41 in August and I dont know whether the courage is gone or what, but the sight of jails that once meant nothing to me now sickens me to the roots. I dont like people messing with me and closing doors on me and throwing me on the floor with a bunch of other silverfish. A common drunk rap, of course, calls for no shame, just, of course, as murder calls for no shame if you murder the right one, Crime and Punishment be damned. The worst is, this might cause me to lose my job and I have no training of any sort and the job as a job means nothing, of course, only to keep me breathing and eating in order to write a poem. My old girl friend, who was with me, has a knot on her hard Irish head that would have killed the less hardy; believe we were walking down the street and she kept falling and I kept trying to catch her when the fuzz netted us both in their wily civic net. Her landlady finally bailed us out and I guess the reason is that I have been giving her the flirt on the side, kissing her behind the ear and filling it with idle banter. If I were the writer of The Hostage they would have greeted me with a brass band but since I was Charles Bukowski, they threw me in and I sat there and a fat Mexican gave me 2 cigarettes and advice. Dont worry, he said, it doesnt matter. Since you are with the Feds you probably will be out in 4 hours. I hadnt finished my 2nd cigarette when my name was called, I shoved some cash upon a trusty with slow typewriter fingers and the release was speeded up. Outside I met Irish and hardluck Bob who Id seen at the track earlier that day. I gave him 7 one dollar bills, tipped the cabby a buck and we sailed across the silken 5 a.m. skies that had no bars and no locks. I gave Frenchy a 50 buck bill (bail money), a kiss behind the ear, and there went my profits from the track. But you were right when you said you somehow had the idea that I was destroying myself or trying to go goofy, but maybe my soul is tough as an Irish head or maybe my luck will hold.


[To John William Corrington]


November 17, 1961


[***] I am soft. Deer I cannot do in. I was riding with this gal in the car and it was Sunday and I was looking for a liquor store and we saw this sign, CHICKEN, and she said, oh, lets get a chicken, well have a nice roast chicken, and I said sure, and I drove up to the place and they had chicken all right, only it was standing up and it had white feathers, 60 or 70 strong had white feathers and when I walked in a couple of them shit and one of them winked at me and I just stood there and the guy said, yes, a nice chicken, no?and I turned around and walked out and the gal said, wheres the chicken and I said, hell, they all looked scrawny, you cant tell what youre getting with all the feathers, and she said, thats easy, you just pick em up and feel em with your fingers, and check the eye, get a clear-eyed chicken. Chickens are just like people, if the eye is not clear he is malfunctioning.


How do you kill em? I asked.


My father used to whirl em, WHIRR, ZIP!!


Lets have a banana sandwich, I said.


I remember the slaughterhouse down where the streetcar turns, and the floors were greasy with blood, green floors, blood has a special smell that will not leave and there is nothing harder to remove than a blood stain, blood is life, and death came on minute after minute but unlike the docs and interns and nurses at the L. A. County General Hospital I could not get used to it, and I did not have a car then and I would get on the streetcar and people would smell the blood on me and look, look, and then go home and eat a porterhouse.


I am not building a case for the vegetarians who might be too soft for the formula we were conceived in and have to work out of; I will eat meat, only I dont want to see it happen, not anymore, not once more, I dont want to hear the sound. When life changes to death in that very small instant it is an explosion against the mind that can never be rebuilt.


No deershoots, kid, I might really go wacky tying roping the thing across the hood. Guys like Hem would think me queer.


Although, I dont know how we got on this. There is a funny story. It was told to me by this person who used to go to group therapy sessions to try to help himself. Played some instrument in symphony orchestra but right now, like me, not doing much, just hanging on. Well, he went to this guys house. The guy said, come on, Ill show you something. Ive got 2 chickens. You save money. you get em when theyre young and grow em. I wonder how you kill em? he asked my friend. Well, this guy didnt know how to kill em. He got a hammer and he let them out in the yard and he tried to kill both of them at once. It was a mess. The chickens would not die. He kept hitting them with the hammer. The noise, you know, the blood, one eye hanging out on a long string, a beak all twisted back into the head and the thing going on, running, and the other one just standing there, the hammer coming down on the head and slipping off and the thing just standing there waiting. Finally, my friend, out of mercy, he did not help but he got excited and started giving instructions and finally the job was done, and then the guy took the 2 chickens and threw them in the garbage. His girl friend left him and never spoke to him again and she never spoke to the one who gave the instruction either. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


November 26, 1961


[***] Yes, killing a chicken with a hammer is imbecile, although I doubt this person was sadistic, simply not a clear thinker, the way the story was told to me. [***]


And dont think that when I walk into a butcher shop that I dont know. A voice always says to me, They have done it for you. It costs me in several ways, but I dont think becoming a week-end huntsman would spring me clear. Old lady Hemingway said she felt or liked to feel chic when she made the kill. I dont think much of old lady Hemingway, she read too many of the old mans books. No more than we have. But believed them. But as I said in one of my poems now floating around, it seems sport to knock Hemingway now, so I will lay off for a while. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


December [?3], 1961


the hem can be over-evaluated like anything else, and while he understood the mathematics of life and cut it fine, bravado and hardfire, there was essentially some music missing, and what he cut out in his figuring as unnecessary is what turned the shotgun in on him. He wrote well early and then got burned in the Spanish war thing. Wont these fuckers ever learn that politics is the biggest whore, the biggest hole any fine man can fall into? Hem built an image and had to write up to the image. Its all right to be tough cob but it doesnt wear well when you get into your fifties. Its better then to have some soft culture, something like the organ works of Bach, some Vivaldi, something going for you that may have a knife-edge but still a screen for softness to enter. You are still young, though a very wise young, and Hem is good to you like your 71/2 barrel with 20% more reach n yr 6 shots in 5 inch square at 50 to 60 feet firing rapid clip. There is beauty in this, I can see beauty in this, and I can also see that you are nobody to mess with if you get pissed. I hope I dont sound like an old man preaching. Ive gone the route. You shouldve seen my fight with Tommy McGillan in a Philadelphia alley in 1948. Theyre still talking that one and they wouldnt serve me for 3 days because I busted their hero. Faulkner? Faulkner is a cutie, he left jabs, jabs, jabs, and an occasional hook. But who am I, shit, to say? I have never written a novel, dont feel like writing a novel, although if I live to be fifty I will try one. I made myself this promise once sitting in a bar. I figured then that I would never live to be fifty so it was a soft promise and I was not too worried about it. I still may not have much to worry about, ah so many parts burned out and missing, including good fat portions of the mind, but mainly there is some singing left, the gut is soft and the sun comes down.


[***] Of course we all fail and it doesnt take a Faulkner to say it, it would be short-peckered wisdom indeed if we thought we could pull the curtain on God and expose his kisseror the small pile of bleached bones. All we can do is work against the tide as best we may. I think thats why the horses interest me: the beauty of loss, the working against the irresistible mathematics of death. You can piss on death and forget it until it finds you. Most people do this. That is why they cry at funerals. [***]
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[To John William Corrington]


January 12, 1962


yr damned intelligent well written letters are backing me off into some back closet fulla mops and old Esquires but I carry on because, as I once decided, coming out of a St. Louis basement where I was getting 55 cents an hour for packing ladies dresses into boxes for shipment and the fat little Jew smiled his yellow-face smile because I was in his cage and he had a 12 room house and a wife more beautiful than I cd even have in my dreams




I decided that I was losing


not the money part


fuck that




but if I may be cornythe soul part that I was packing away in boxes with the ladies dressesand since I was losing this, wt could I do besides start a ladies dress shop myselfwhich even if I could wd be very obnoxiousI decided




that since I was losing


I COULD EITHER GIVE UP AND LOSE IT ALL


OR LOSE ALMOST EVERYTHING


BUT SAVE


SAVE THE LITTLE BIT THAT WAS LEFT.




this does not sound like much; it does not seem like much, but that night walking to my room between the frozen trees of a St. Louis night, it seemed very right, it was my savior grown and walking beside me, a tiny flame. It made sense then and it still does now. You say you never care much for losers, but its all Ive known, from celling with proud swindlers to shooting crap under a swinging light in Albuquerque (or was it El Paso?) as a member of a railroad section gang. Well, I dont like winners. Winners get fat and careless and write things like The Old Man and the Sea which is printed in Life magazine for a public which was long ago gaffed by the formula, and while it is typical of little men like myself to bitch and scratch at the great dead, I will still have my say. Hemingway wanted to save man by giving him a sense of honor through action. The trouble with his action is that it was A STAND AGAINST SOMETHING: an army, a bull, a dog with horns, a country, a fish, the sea, the moon, the rich, the poor, anything that countered movement toward some seeming need for victory. Shit on that. That is childs play. We need knock nothing down. Its time we begin picking up. saving what is left. what is worth saving. so when we clean our shotguns we only clean our shotguns. I do not have the masters talent but I can see a lot of fool in him, which does not make me better, but sometimes in packing in the dresses the mind did say, will say, no one must fool me now because there is so very little left; but how did I get on this? does not sound too good. it is a kind of preaching. I forgot to laugh. dead in a bed I will laugh, or in a gutter I will laugh, or red on a mutual ticket in a cool Arcadia wind where my great dead uncle raped a lady he had picked up on his dandy motorcycle. ah, my family, all maniacs, and now all gone. just one. the end of a bad line. a tiny flame. [***]




three niggers smiling could not reproduce


the tumult of that kiss




I dont know why, but thats a very good line. its a shame you have to lose it. it reminds me of a room full of electricity and heat when its very cold outside and you sit and listen to the clock tick. of course, Jon [Webb]s got to protect himself. for all we know, the mags his only income. by doing the work himself, enough dollars to carry on. This is a bad time. People are frightened of doing any wrong. A formula has been set up and everything has been pushed inside of this formula. I dont know if this is the right way of doing things at all. I must agree with some that fucking wd eventually clear up the whole mess. I have 3 black mamas chasing me now. One with long black hair she winds over her ears in shell shapes n wata big can tits wowwowwow, only my bloody ass says no, and I run out to the race track with my new system (60 bucks profit today) and come back here and read your good letter. The main trouble with the black race is that they wanna be white; outside of that and hot weather, they are ok with me. but back to the poem, opening lines: 3 niggers smilingthe trouble with the word nigger is that it is very poetic. negro is soft and round and says nothing. It is as it looks. I had the same trouble with the poem On a Night You Dont Sleep (see Flower, Fist and Bestial Wail if you have the beast around) and I had to go with nigger because that is what he was when I saw him through the doorway with the salt water in my eyes and this Barbara Fry walking along mumbling nonsense by my side. I thought, if I put negro then I am a coward, I am doing something because I am told to do something and not because I want to, and thats about where we stand on the racial question now. The racial question is too large for me. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


January 22, 1962


I am unable to write. The woman I have known for so long has been critically ill since Saturday and died 2 hours ago.


This is going to be the longest night of them all.


[To John William Corrington]


January 28, 1962


I am somewhat over the thing now, alive, that is, something gone, that is, but the language of the thing is bad, I cannot get through, writing has nothing to do with it, and it is better to leave it alone if it will leave me alone. In the week gone I have done things that are not in the classic normal mourning, but she will know that they were necessary.


A letter from Sherman. Jeffers died. Couple of nights back I thought, well, maybe I go see the kid, I feel better. Its a hundred miles round trip to San Berdo, hadnt slept or eaten for 5 or 6 days. The kids split with the wife again. Found him out back someplace on I st. He had his book of poems propped on the mantle, So Many Rooms. The typewriter was going when I knocked on the door. Went to liquor store where he tried to tap me when I opened my wallet but I wasnt in the mood. Went back and sat there a couple of hours while he read me his poems.


Met a high yellow negress at racetrack next day and she wound up riding me at her apartment, bobbing, bobbing, bobbing, and I said beautiful, my dear, beautiful, and grabbed her can, but it wasnt any goodI guess the old woman was watching me from heaven and she shut off my water, and the negress rolled off and I finally fell asleep.


Went over to Winskis and we made the roundsA turkish joint upstairs next to the Daily Racing Form, people sitting on the floor, women dancing alone; then a dull American place, then a strip joint, and all the time Winski talking sex sex eyow sex sex sex sexId like to chew on her gold panties all night etc., and there was my old woman down underneath, the grass already knitting the cuts of earth, the worms making their move, the son already half way back to Texas in his god damned Mercedes Benz after a quicky cut-rate funeral, and so passes a bad taste, and along with it the only real woman and real friend I could ever stand.


I dont think that following up one death with another one is the answer. If I am wrong I am real wrong but once the razor goes through or the other leg swings out the window its too late daddieoAny other profound statements of this nature will have to wait another letter.


Right now, a quiet beer. This quietness. And giving her the real homage. Jane Cooney Baker. deceased. but never gone.


[To John William Corrington]


May [?15], 1962


[***] the jon jazz bit not for me. I prefer the symphonyShostakovitch 5th, Symphony in D by Franck, Stravinsky, the better parts of Mahler, etc., but dont care for the symphony crowd. Stiff phoney crows, all this marble hall exaltation, this church-like holiness. They ought to play this stuff in the jukeboxes of beerhalls, bars. Think of trying to hold the price-line with a whore while listening to Beethoven. This would be life out of the stems of flowers. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


May 27, 1962


I received your letter in which you mentioned your fathers cancer, and that you feel more than lowly is understood. It is our own deaths that will be easiest to take; it is the other deaths, the coming of them, that we cannot bear. I have tried, in these cases, to apply history, the history of death, the fact of death; I have tried to think of Napoleon gone, Hitler, the bird, the cat, the movie star, the hero, the murderer, names of things, of things that once werebut it did not help. The mind cannot overcome the instinct. The mind is only a recent development; the instinct was there long before. When love burns to the ground do not be ashamed of your grief, or even your madness or bitterness.


My mother died of cancer. I took her the most beautiful rosary I could buy on Christmas Eve but when I arrived the door was locked. I was standing there twisting the knob when a nurse walked up and said, She just died. My old man died while trying to drink a glass of water. The water kept running and running and they heard it and when they came in he was dead on the kitchen floor. With Jane I stood there wiping away her guts as they ran out of her mouth. Death is eternally everywhere, I need not tell you that. The ways are hard whether they are Gods ways or simply ways. To say that I understand the machinery of it or accept it would be a lie, or to say anything to help you at this moment would also be a lie. You know as much as I.


I am lucky. For me, there is nothing else left to die, outside of C. Bukowski. They will find me through the sense of smell. By then, I will be stiff enough to slide down the stairs like a board.


I can see some landlady going through my stuff with one of her old biddy friends. Say whats all them magazines under the table? I never seen such funny-looking magazines And then everything into some bag for the Salvation Army. Farewell, C.B.


One of my last friends, a dishwasher, set himself on fire or anyhow somebody set him on fire and he walked up the steps, drunk, a black monster of himself, flakes of walking ashes, and he got to his room (the only home he knew) and fell on his rented bed and died. Farewell friend.


We go on with our little poems and we wait.


One god damned hell of a situation.


[To John William Corrington]


June [?25], 1962


[***] How are you going to lecture on the novel? How do you do it? Are you going to read them Finnegans Wake? Are you going to tell them that Faulkners novels are slick as onionskins and that you can fall right off the page because most of the time he is writing about nothing and he throws in all these pages of italics to show you something is going on, but really, nothing is going on at all, and because you really at first believe this and dont want to, you finally figure that something profound is going on, else why all the pages this way? And so it is better to believe it is profound because they tell you it is than be the first to stick your neck out. Faulkner will never take the shotgun because he is too clever to let you believe that he has failed. Steinbeck was very good at one time when he had ideals but his ideals trailed off and he flattened out. I think Sartres 2 or 3 books around the war in France are some of the best writing I have seen done. Where these Frenchmen get drunk on wine in the church; the battle in the tower, from the tower, all the many things I have forgotten but that stick in me like threads of a good happening. I dont do much reading anymore. I dont read anymore. Maybe the Racing Form. The time comes to end reading. The time comes reading makes you sick. This is where some music and drink and love come in. Music and drink, anyhow.


[***] Answering yr bit. I was a Catholic. As a kid. Just got past the catechism bit. We had to memorize it. We were on the front porch, Frank Sullivan and I. God has bodily eyes. And Frank put his fists to his eyes: You mean like this? Like milk bottles? And we laughed and then we got scared. At 13, 14, 15, I stopped going and there wasnt much my mother could do and the old man didnt care. I dont like to hit on the subject because it is a puzzler. Jane was C. Slept with rosary under pillow. Well, hell. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


October 8, 1962


[***] Yes, the giants are gone and it makes it a little tougher when you stare down at the white paper. Before the death of the giants you used to think, well, they dont expect anything from me anyhow. Now there is this hole and the hole must be filled and we dont know how it will be done or who will do it. But writing is entirely different now. I mean we are raw again. We are beginning again. And it is good this way. Facing the raw. This is what the thing was meant to be. Only its no longer Left Bank Paris or Carmel or Taos, it is all of us; and some of us, a few of us, will come through. This will be done through force, energy, magic, belief, and a way of living. But it may be, perhaps, that the age of giants is over. This is hard to believe. Id rather not believe it. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


October [?9], 1962


[***] It might amuse you to know that Home from a Room Below the Plains was written out of an experience I had when I was a mailman one time. Terrible hangover, stupor. I had some letters for this church. Was new on route. Couldnt find mailbox. Wandered into church and down some steps. Dark. I saw a switch on the wall, one of those handle things by a black box. All the lights in the church came on and probably some of the candles too. And there was the priests cassock and stuff laid out on the table. Very holy looking. I threw the switch back off and wandered around some more. Found a can and took a crap. And almost took a shower. All this time I have this mail sack, dragging it around. Finally came out of there and found the mailbox in the parish house next door. It was one god damned odd experience of many odd experiences and it came out as a poem some years later. So you see, you cannot always tell what a man is writing about, but if you put it down as true as it seems to you, they are apt to take it anyhow. [***]


[To John William Corrington]


October 10, 1962


[***] you mentioned something in your letter that has been rattling in the dry leaves of my brainwhich is, the death-thing which is due me & the fact of your letters being there, which should be seensomedayby somebody, some people, some something besides myself. And if I go at 1623 or wherever I am, chances are they will simply hustle everything out of here and burn it in order to make room for the next drunken roomer. My only living
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