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For Dick Grace, the Marine of compassion, always storming the next hill.

Semper Fi.

Not negotiable. Not Relative.

Absolute!

and

Keith Johnstone, the quietest, shyest genius I have ever known.



THE LONE RANGER AND TONTO
MEET BUDDHA
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“Remembering that a neutral mask class in college was one of the few acting exercises I found really useful, I was curious to see how an accomplished actor like Peter Coyote would tie mask work to the tenets of Buddhist philosophy. Through the lens of the Lone Ranger and Tonto, Coyote cleverly conveys the message of finding oneself by losing oneself. I highly recommend this book to every actor—veteran or fledgling—indeed to every human who has ever felt constrained by the voices of self-criticism in their head.”

JEAN SMART, EMMY 
AWARD–WINNING ACTOR

“This pithy book is flat-out brilliant. It weaves together deep Buddhist teaching, the magic of improv and mask work, and a compelling dialogue between three iconic characters, each of whom represent an aspect of the spiritual path. Only Peter Coyote in all his facets and talents could have written this book. I’m glad he did.”

LEWIS RICHMOND, AUTHOR OF
AGING AS A SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

“In a world full of ideas about getting the advantage, gaining the edge or greater power, and improving your position or standing, it is so utterly refreshing to have a master speak of liberation from our long-standing ego conundrums to acknowledge and invite energy from the beyond to flow through, shape, and inform our thoughts, action, and speech. Story, masks, meditation—by all means—you are you before you have a thought, and you have the freedom to manifest the person, to wear the mask, of your choosing. Go ahead! Drop the striving and have some fun with this play of language brought forth by the wily Coyote.”

EDWARD ESPE BROWN, 
ZEN PRIEST AND AUTHOR OF THE TASSAJARA 
BREAD BOOK

“In The Lone Ranger and Tonto Meet Buddha, I spent time not just with masks but with the craft of masking as a method of becoming more awake. I entered mask classes and met not only the teacher and the teaching but the students and what they were getting out of it. In this book are solid Buddhist commentary, intriguing story, and from that mix, I sense an emerging American discipline that unites theater and dharma—the Way of the Mask.”

DAVID CHADWICK, AUTHOR OF
CROOKED CUCUMBER: THE 
LIFE AND ZEN TEACHING 
OF SHUNRYU SUZUKI



[image: image]


I expect original words from you. But we have to be careful at this point. This word must be expressed by a person who comes to the same mind as Shakyamuni Buddha. 
. . . Then the original American way can be naturally realized.

YAMADA MUMON-ROSHI, 
“LECTURE,” IN WIND 
BELL (1976)
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We only have two alternatives; we either take everything for sure and real, or we don’t. If we follow the first, we end up bored to death with ourselves and with the world. If we follow the second and erase personal history, we create a fog around us, a very exciting and mysterious state in which nobody knows where the rabbit will pop out, not even ourselves.

DON JUAN MATUS, 
IN CARLOS CASTANEDA, A SEPARATE 
REALITY
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We can achieve enlightenment only through the practice of meditation; without it there is no way we can transform our minds.

DALAI LAMA, AWAKENING 
THE MIND, LIGHTENING THE HEART
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

A True Holiday from Self-Consciousness

The organizing principle of my work as a Buddhist teacher and an instructor in these mask workshops is personal transformation. While I cherish the utility and transcendental power of mask work, it’s important to reiterate that, compared with consistent meditation practice and the implications of Buddha’s understanding, mask experiences resemble the temporary gas flares of psychedelics more than the geologic vistas of enduring terrain. Taking psychedelics or wearing masks definitely alters perspectives, temporarily suppresses the ego, and engenders the liberation accompanying that suppression. They offer the novel shock of perceiving anew a world one had previously considered known and fixed. But such experiences also have a shadow.

Compared with the obdurate weight of our habits, one night’s expanded mind experience will eventually be reburied beneath the repetitive weight of our normal attachments and habits. If you make your own way to the “Grand Canyon”—the transcendental experience—by meditating, strengthening the body, and analyzing habits of daily thoughts and impulses, you will be able to return on your own steam by following clues and route markers assembled during the journey. Failing that, you remain dependent on the transport that carried you, such as the drug or the mask—a reliance outside one’s control.

While I’ve attempted to minimize Buddhist philosophy in these pages, it’s nearly impossible to remake the way we perceive the world and fix these positive changes without understanding insights the Buddha stressed in his teachings. For those interested in deep transformation and repeat excursions to freedom, such changes require challenging habitual (usually unconscious) premises and assumptions. Both meditation practice and Buddhist thought are tools precisely calibrated to aid serious students in mastering those challenges.


WHY THIS BOOK?

For readers confronted with thousands of spiritual texts, ranging from the “I channel a dead guy and he tells us what to do” variety to accurate explanations of spiritual traditions and practices, they might wonder why they should read this book. My self-serving but accurate reply would be that the exercises and games inside it are designed and proven to offer the peak experience of self-less freedom, a true holiday from self-consciousness, which always brings with it an experience of freedom and joy, whether or not that person has ever considered him- or herself spiritual.

My interest lies in approaching liberation through experiences that don’t appear foreign to everyday Americans of any background, are not larded with too many foreign words and exotic costumes, and are practices that can be carried on in your daily life without arousing undue attention. My predilection is to have fun, and most people find fun irresistible.

The parable of the Lone Ranger, Tonto, and the Buddha interspersed in these pages translates many of the experiences in the text into recognizable human afflictions with good humor but with a serious intent to help readers see themselves in these characters.

Whether or not Buddhism eventually interests you, it is not a requisite for enjoying and using this book. However, for those who might become inspired to seek more permanent transformation and understand Buddhism in greater depth, the bibliography offers reliable sources of information.

Even if you choose never to practice meditation or explore Buddhist thought, you will be changed, positively, by this work. You will be more intuitive, less fearful of the judgments of others, more spontaneous, and more able to fearlessly commit to your own choices in life. In the same way, as we (author and reader) travel together, the masked man will come to realize the limitations that his mask (and his mask of a self) have imposed on him. It’s my hope that you will make the effort to understand and enjoy the freedom that derives from knowing that all your own masks are simply faces of the formless energy of the universe, rising and falling like ocean waves, apparently discrete but never, ever free of the ocean.

Any personal problem bears a direct relationship to ideas we hold about ourselves. I say ideas because over time humans tend to solidify ideas and information they’ve received about themselves into a fixed identity. When that occurs, life becomes restricted, options disappear, and a great deal of joy evaporates.

The games and exercises in the first half of this book have been culled from forty-five years of Zen practice and my ordination as a priest and an equal amount of time and study as an actor. These games and exercises will reward you with liberation from unreasonable self-doubts, doublethinking, shyness, and fear. They will teach you how to let your ego (your sense of self) take a break and relinquish its constant state of being on guard, strategizing, and problem solving. From that point, it becomes easier to calm the mind’s hyperactivity and discipline our self-importance and allow spontaneous playfulness and spaciousness to express itself as the play of our deepest nature. Once such states are experienced in a cold, sober environment, it engenders tremendous confidence in the existence of freedom, previously only imagined.

I draft that confidence, for the second half of the book, to will students to integrate this feeling of freedom and confidence into their daily life. The second part is dedicated to clarifying and explaining Zen Buddhist theory and practice in clear, simple language for Americans who may not consider themselves religious or spiritual. No worries!

It takes about half a day of preparation, but then, by placing a neutral mask over your face and regarding this new face in a mirror, your sense of self will be temporarily displaced. The spirit of the mask (which is actually your own mind) can ride you like a kayaker negotiating a torrent, using but not controlling the power propelling it. Each encounter with a mask generates a new, fully dimensional holographic personality you will instantaneously “know” intimately, in the same way that you understand and intuit events in dreams. Under its influence, you will not be burdened by your habitual limitations. Repeating the experience with different masks will afford incontrovertible evidence of the boundary-less freedom lurking just beyond the edges of who you’ve defined yourself to be. A visceral experience of an alternate self will make you wonder what suddenly happened to the old you.

Like a psychedelic drug trip on LSD, ayahuasca, mushrooms, peyote, or San Pedro cactus, the experience will end when you remove the mask. However, a residue will remain, a palpable feeling that the world is more magical and boundless than you had conceived. The Zen practices explained in the book’s second half will teach you how to recover those positive experiences and bind them to your life as permanent habits.

Mask work will not enlighten you and fix every problem in your life (neither will enlightenment), but you can think of mask work (Buddhist descriptions of reality) as encouragement that these states of mind actually exist and you experienced them without the use of drugs. These experiences—via mask or drug—function in the same way mystical experiences can arise during meditation. The mystical moments are not the goal but serve as signposts, acknowledging the right direction and providing encouragement to remain on the path.
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The unavoidable challenge of discussing enlightened states and techniques for experiencing them in print involves clarifying perceptions that exist beyond the limits of language. An early Zen monk’s response to his teacher’s challenge to express his insight poses the problem clearly: “If I open my mouth, I lie. If I don’t speak, I’m a coward.”

Just as one could write instructions for riding a bicycle, experiences described on paper may appear to be clear and comprehensible but can be perceived and mastered only through practice. Buddhist teaching and practice have certified the reality of enlightenment (though I prefer the Zen term kensho, which means “seeing into one’s own nature”) for 2,500 years, during which time that knowledge has been passed down from certified teachers to students until today. As a part of my transmission ceremony, I was tasked with copying the name of every known disciple of the Buddha (in my lineage), all the way back to the time of the Buddha, 2,500 years ago. My Buddhist name (Hosho Jishi, which means “dharma voice, compassion warrior”) is the last name on that list.

As Americans, we have received Buddha’s teachings in the gift wrapping of various cultures that previously hosted this knowledge—India, China, Tibet, Japan, Vietnam, Indonesia, and so forth. Each of those cultures expressed the Buddha’s gift in aesthetics and ceremonies appropriate to its own traditions and customs. Because these expressions appear exotic and intriguing to us, there is a danger that we begin to associate spirituality with arcane, ceremonial, and often obscure practices that are cultural but not universal.

In its homeland of Nepal, Buddhism evolved from Hindu culture, and part of its gift wrapping included Hinduism’s belief in reincarnation and multiple rebirths. In ancient China, Buddhism melded with Taoism and Confucianism to produce many schools of Buddhist thought, including Chan, which is the Chinese precursor to Japanese Zen. In Tibet, the practices were annealed with the native Bon shamanism to produce the various Tibetan Buddhist cults and wiggy ceremonies. In Japan, Buddhism married native Shinto and cultural practices to produce Zen.

These exotic expressions are the masks Buddhism has chosen to harmonize with these cultures. Some ceremonies and practices may or may not be central to the core wisdom—the real gift—that has been transmitted across the generations. In America today, there are many expressions of Buddhism adopted from many cultures, but we can’t really conclude that Buddhism has taken root in America until an American expression of it, one that does not feel foreign to most citizens, has been born. (This is not to disparage any stage of its evolution to date but to remind us that we are observing a young sapling, not a fully formed and mature tree.) This is the deeper implication of Yamada Mumon-roshi’s quote at the beginning of the book.

One purpose of this book is to loosen the gift wrappings in which Buddhism has been delivered to us so that Americans can more readily identify the actual gifts—dependent origination, the Four Noble Truths, and the Eightfold Path—and the practice of meditation, which orients us to them.

Dependent origination is the Buddhist doctrine of interdependence of all phenomena in the world. I am particularly indebted to David Brazier for his translation and analysis of the Four Noble Truths that follow. The Four Noble Truths are the truths that are the first of all Truths, meaning “real.” They are noble because they must be respected, dignified, and faced courageously. The first is that suffering exists (dukkha, understood as “affliction”). According to Buddha birth is dukkha, so is death, sickness, wanting things to be different, wanting unpleasant events to end. Dukkha is the reality of life and unavoidable.

We do not suffer because we are somehow ignorant or at fault. It is not shameful. The Second Noble Truth, sudhayana, means “arising,” indicating that contact with dukkha will produce emotions and strong feelings in the mind. (However, it is also energy.) This explains that suffering has a cause. The Third Noble Truth, nirodha, comes from the Sanskrit word meaning to bank a fire, to contain it. Uncontrolled fire, like uncontrolled passions, are a danger, so containing our powerful thoughts and emotions through meditation and discipline is why Buddha can proclaim that suffering has an end. It is NOT that Enlightenment somehow ends dukkha. The Buddha sickened and died after his Enlightenment. He means that it teaches us how to live in a world that will afflict us between birth and death. The “how” to live is the Eightfold Path, a series of moral practices and mindfulness techniques that transforms our powerful feelings into the core of an enlightened life. The first of the eight is right understanding; however, the word right is not to meant to be understood as the opposite of wrong. To avoid right being construed to mean the correct or only way—and following my teacher’s practice—I substitute the word Buddhist for right, which signifies that this is our way and not necessarily the only way. The Eightfold Path consists of Buddhist understanding, Buddhist thought, Buddhist speech (no gossip, lies, slander), Buddhist action, Buddhist livelihood, Buddhist effort, Buddhist mindfulness, and Buddhist concentration.1

It’s my hope that such unpacking might encourage a more intimate union with our American culture until the aura of something “foreign” and “exotic” is absorbed and transformed by an American expression. Buddha’s discoveries are universally true for all people and are available to any human on Earth. His genius, over and above achieving complete perfect enlightenment, was to make it comprehensible to the Hindu culture in which he was raised, while disregarding that culture’s prejudices against women and untouchables and its division between secular and religious ideas and castes or classes of people.

My hope is to share this understanding with American people who may never wear robes, chant Japanese translations of Pali, shave their heads, or do full prostrations. My belief in humans’ natural compassion, curiosity, and search for knowledge leads me to believe that Americans will discover and exploit the great and useful tool Buddha has delivered to humankind. But let’s begin with the fun!





PART ONE
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FINDING THE SECRETS

I hate improv . . . when forced to do it, I get anxious and in my head. I had never worked with masks, but when I put one on and looked at my image in a mirror, a body movement came to me . . . I employed that movement, and my body registered the effect; it was as if I had suddenly stabilized on a surfboard. . . . I hid behind the mask, became the character I had just instantly created with the body movement, and [everything] just sort of flowed. It’s the first time I’ve ever gotten anything out of improv, and I can totally use this technique. Actually, I already purchased my own mask for that very purpose!

KEITH CONTI,
WORKSHOP PARTICIPANT
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1

Losing Myself

In 1955 I was fourteen, and I became fascinated by the rebellious adults of the Beat Generation and their criticisms of American culture. Hearing adults express and clarify feelings I was experiencing as a teenager—the political repression of the McCarthy period (which affected my family personally) and the culture’s fascination with materialism, its racism, and its obviously biased economic and judicial systems—spurred me to read and study Beat authors and poets such as Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, Lew Welch, Philip Whalen, and others. Their interest in Zen led me to a book, The Three Pillars of Zen by Philip Kapleau, which offered me a thrilling (though perhaps romanticized) introduction to Zen and enlightenment. This book planted a hardy evergreen in the soil of my imagination.

Zen is the Japanese translation of the Chinese word chan, which means “meditation.” Zen differs from other schools of Buddhism by being, in the words of Zen master Norman Fischer, who many years later became a role model and friend:

A pithy, stripped-down, determined, uncompromising, cut-to-the-chase, meditation-based Buddhism that takes no interest in doctrinal refinements. Not relying on scripture, doctrine or ritual, Zen is verified by personal experience and is passed on from master to disciple, hand to hand, ineffably, through hard, intimate training.1

This seemed perfect for me, but what did I know? The Beats dug it, and they were cool and adult. That was sufficient pedigree.

Introduced to the concept of enlightenment, I began to see it as the light at the end of the tunnel of my adolescence—a heady possibility to a sexually obsessed teenage boy, clad in baby fat, lousy at sports, afraid of his father, and tongue-tied around girls. Enlightenment would be the key to unlock every mystery, make me immune to the ridicule of classmates, and free me to understand the undecipherable utterances of the Zen masters I encountered in my reading. An instance:

Tanzan and Ekido were once traveling together down a muddy road. A heavy rain was still falling. Coming around a bend, they met a lovely girl in a silk kimono and sash, unable to cross the flooded intersection.

“Come on, girl,” said Tanzan at once. Lifting her in his arms, he carried her over the mud. Ekido did not speak again until that night when they reached a lodging temple. Then he could no longer restrain himself.

“We monks don’t go near females,” he told Tanzan, “especially not young and lovely ones like that girl back there. It is dangerous. Why did you do that?”

“I left the girl back there,” said Tanzan. “Why are you still carrying her?”

I began to read everything I could on the subject and was soon anesthetizing my playmates with facile explanations of Buddhist philosophy, quoting Zen maxims as if I understood them, and imagining myself a hair’s breath away from “highest, perfect, enlightenment,” without ever having met a Buddhist. I was matriculating in my own unaccredited university as a poseur.

After college, I moved to San Francisco to pursue a master’s degree in creative writing, studying with a poet I admired named Robert Duncan. However, graduate school paled next to the allure of the emerging counterculture, and after my first term and a tepid season with a local theater whose cream of management and talent had been siphoned off to New York to found Lincoln Center, I auditioned and was accepted in a radical street theater company named the San Francisco Mime Troupe.

Mime is not to be confused with pantomime, which, as exemplified by Marcel Marceau and numerous whiteface street performers, creates the illusion of objects in space. Mime as taught by Etienne Decroux, the teacher of the troupe’s founder, R. G. Davis, uses objects to express ideas: an umbrella might become a rifle, a pool cue, or a broom, and a mime troupe very definitely uses speech to convey issues and ideas.

The troupe’s vision was to employ theater, particularly comedy, to further progressive political goals. We performed in the city’s parks, bringing our theater to the people in the tradition of seventeenth-century Italian commedia dell’arte (think human Punch and Judy). Our improvised, bawdy tomfoolery skewered officials, the pompous, and the rich and famous (as the original commedias did). We were enthusiastically appreciated and supported by our audiences, who dropped money in the hats we passed around after performances.

The troupe used traditional Italian masked characters—Pantalone (the miser), Dottore (the know-it-all blowhard), Harlequino (the amorous clown), and the unmasked, clever, not-so-innocent maidservant—comic archetypes that have survived the centuries. We repurposed them to address contemporary events.

Our plays featured flirtatious women, risqué décolletage, pratfalls, double entendres, and lovers fleeing through bedroom windows as husbands entered through doors. The action and dialogue were punctuated by abundant physical play known as lazzi (lahd-zee)—short, very precise bits of comic business that required precise skill and perfect timing. Over and above our success, adventures, and rising celebrity status, as the troupe’s reputation grew, the most startling and enduring experience, one that changed me profoundly, was my introduction to masks.

Ten years before I began my formal study of Buddhism, the day I first performed in a mask, ignited a flame that never lost its heat and glow. Fifty-two years later, I can vividly recall the moment I became Pantalone, my favorite character to this day. I was costumed in his long robes and a codpiece over a red union suit. When I put on the mask, the little goatee of braided rope, and his cap and assumed his traditional hunched-over posture before a mirror, he clicked into holographic focus in my imagination. What a surprise! He spoke the Yiddish-inflected English of my grandfather.

He was cranky, rude, blustering, blasphemous, sly, treacherous, and wicked, and I loved him at first encounter. All the attributes I had scrubbed from my personality, trying to become a mature and good person, were obliterated by Pantalone’s raw vitality, blunt desires, and boundary-less amorality.

The first time Pantalone introduced his whiny, indulged daughter to the audience, an improvised line whizzed from Pantalone’s psyche straight out through my mouth: “De reason I luv my dawta [a pause and, then, with glee] is dat she killed my vife in childboith.”

Tasteless and inappropriate, I know, but when hurled from the safe venue of a stage, the audience howled with delight—and I had somehow “known” they would before I’d uttered a word.

Behind that mask, I could do no wrong. My familiar self was no longer hovering over my shoulder, criticizing and editing my behavior, insisting on accepting social norms, insisting that I be good, kind, and considerate. Whenever I donned Pantalone’s mask, Peter Cohon (my born name) vanished from my inner landscape. My good manners, sensitivity, and anxieties about what people would think dissipated like steam. What remained was Pantalone—a living, feral id, operating without regard to correctness, social convention, limits, self-judgment, or fear. I had never before experienced such unconstrained freedom, and it became an immediate addiction.

[image: image]

Author as Pantalone (photo credit: Erik Weber)


PANTALONE

Whenever I encountered an onstage (and sometimes offstage) situation that made Peter “the actor” uncomfortable, it was clear to me that my housebroken self had regained control. I learned to dive into those discomfort zones, refusing to shy away from them, and, little by little, developed the courage to allow Pantalone access to the widest spectrum of impulses and images passing through my spinal telephone. It was a practice I’d developed during numerous psychedelic experiences where, on the verge of some emotional or mental difficulty, I strived to consciously face the fear or discomfort and enjoy it. In every case, the event mutated into something pleasurable.

There is energy in fear and discomfort if you can remain steadfast when it seizes you. Colonized by Pantalone’s spirit, I was no longer the known quantity of Robert Peter Cohon, a middle-class Jewish boy from Englewood, New Jersey. His values (and my parents’ values and judgments) no longer applied in the magical, boundary-less kingdom ruled by Pantalone.

Freedom from fear allowed me to make startling choices onstage and surprising pivots, unencumbered by doubt. Relieved of my own personality, I could do anything in my mask, and it was enthralling fun! Acting behind the mask was not a delusional trance. It was still necessary to remain fully alert to the script, the other actors, and offstage accidents, which it was my duty to acknowledge and fold into the play. All that was missing was my old familiar self. It is the purpose of this book and the classes from which this method arose to offer others this same freedom and explain and solidify with explanations and practices I have learned in my forty-five-year study of Zen.
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A NOT-TOO-SERIOUS PARABLE ABOUT A MASKED MAN

The Lone Ranger had lost all track of time. He hadn’t washed in days, and his lips were cracked from the desert sun. Every once in a while, he’d catch the scent of himself, which was strong enough to kill fleas. It could have been weeks, months, or years that he and Tonto had been circling this trackless wasteland, enduring the blistering heat, thirst, and fatigue for reasons he could no longer remember. At first, they’d been chasing Blackheart Bud, but the Lone Ranger remembered killing him and returning the widow’s money. Then there was that mean, quick-gun kid from Dodge City, throwing his weight around, shooting dogs, and scaring the citizens. He was fast but not accurate, and the Lone Ranger’s silver .44 slug literally blew him out of his boots. There’d been a fuss. He could remember that—the boy’s weeping mother declaring that “he was only a kid.” The Lone Ranger had countered with Wild Bill Hickok’s famous comeback to the mother of a fourteen-year-old he’d just eliminated: “Madam, a boy can pull a trigger as well as a man.”

After that, he couldn’t seem to find the thread of how they’d arrived where they were and in such sorry condition, looking like a couple of rag merchants. The series had ended; no new scripts (or paychecks) had come in. He still had no idea how they’d return to Los Angeles. It must have been after 1952 because that was the year of the big career squabble when he complained about their measly $500-a-week salary despite his being a huge star.

“The company raked in all the loot,” he remembered bitterly. “I demanded a fair share, and they hired some doofus to be me. The Wrather Corporation took me to court and forbid me from bein’ 
the Lone Ranger, even off-screen, and I had to wait till the company’s ratbag president died before I could even wear my mask again.”

He cut off that train of thought. Tonto was right. 
Thinking like that didn’t serve him, but changing his mind didn’t help either, 
and things were pretty desperate. He knew he was the Lone Ranger, no matter what 
any judge declared. “I knew how to  be the Lone Ranger, and they didn’t,” he reminded himself fervently. He knew the world needed good men to fight evil, so he didn’t see any reason to stop, movies or no movies. Reflexively, he checked his watch, but he had forgotten to wind it long ago.

He looked over at Tonto, worried. Somewhere along the way, his buckskins had gotten tattered and stained, and he’d thrown on one of those black hoodies, like a ghetto kid. He was slouched over the saddle like it was too much trouble to sit up straight. His standards were slipping. “That’s how we lose it,” the Lone Ranger mused, “letting the little things slide.” He rubbed his jaw and realized he hadn’t shaved in days. “Gotta make a note to do that,” he thought, but he had no pencil and couldn’t remember where he’d last seen his razor.

Silver had gone lame in his right front foot, and the off rhythm made the Lone Ranger jumpy. He looked down at the saggy cloth billowing out of his stained white shirt and the stretched unkempt fit of his custom moleskin trousers. “I must have lost 25 pounds,” he mused, and he was glad there were no kids around to see him in this state. He slipped back into bitterness again. “Nobody gives a shit about the Lone Ranger anymore. It’s these DC Comic weirdos and their superpowers. Nothing human there. Why bother?”

Tonto kept his own counsel. Everywhere he looked there was only dry hardpan, sage brush, and mesas. He missed the deep greens of Mohawk country in Upstate New York and Canada, the oaks, hickories, hemlocks, and firs. He missed the company and the sweat lodges of his people, the teasing and banter, and the lustrous, high-cheek-boned girls who eluded his grasp. “It’s all rust and anemia here,” he observed.

There was barely enough feed for their horses, and both Scout and Silver were ratty and unkempt. “It ain’t the glory days,” he mused. “What happened to my thoroughbreds? Drinking Chivas at the track? I had a gorgeous wife and three kids. Those producers thought I didn’t know that Tonto
meant ‘stupid’ in Spanish. Them that did, when they tried to get under my skin, I just smiled, banked my checks, and never gave ’em a second thought . . . most of the time.”

“I was a star,” he remembered. “How many skins can say that? I wasn’t a white star, but plenty of women threw themselves at me. All the Mohawk people knew me. Hell, every skin knew me everywhere I went. Now they’re watching stupid shit about four white kids in an apartment. That’s somebody’s idea of life, I guess.”

The memory generated a sour, coppery taste in his mouth, which he tried to smother with a cigarette, sucking the acrid smoke deep into his lungs as if it might purify him from the inside. It was on that thought that he saw a little curl of smoke rising from a copse of cottonwoods about a quarter mile away. A single man was sitting before a tiny fire. “Kemosabe,” he said, and when he got the Lone Ranger’s attention, he gestured with his chin in the camp’s direction.

“Let’s go check it out,” the Lone Ranger said, and neck-reined Silver in that direction.
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I eventually left the mime troupe with a number of my colleagues to dedicate ourselves more fully to revolutionary cultural change. We formed a group called the Diggers, imagining a world we would like to live in and actualizing it by acting it out. We fed four hundred to six hundred people a day for free in Golden Gate Park during the blossoming of the Haight-Ashbury district in San Francisco, established the first free medical clinic with weekly visits by doctors in our Free Store, which offered clothing, furniture, tools, televisions, bicycles, and whatever to the public for free. The unstated question behind the Free Store was: “Why become an employee so that you can become a consumer? We’ll give you the stuff for free. Now, what do you want to do?” We used theatrical devices and improvisatory skills to create institutions we felt would allow people alternatives to having to be employees and consumers.2

During that decade, I had the good fortune to meet and become friends with Gary Snyder, one of the Beat poets I’d been reading in my teens. Gary was already famous by then, a “first among equals” among the Beats, distinguished not only by his talent as a world-class poetscholar but also as an environmental thinker and essayist. Gary had just returned to California after spending nine years practicing in a Zen monastery in Japan as an assistant to the head teacher. He spoke and wrote Japanese fluently and had married a Japanese woman. If anyone knew what Zen was about, I thought, it would be him.

Our first meeting, arranged by a mutual friend, was disappointing to me because Gary somehow overlooked the fact that I was an enlightened Zen peer. He appeared relatively uninterested in any of my radical politics and scrutinized me calmly, with a directness and depth I found disconcerting. The memory of my uneasiness needled me to meet him again and perhaps observe more carefully how a “Zen guy” lived.

Eventually, a friendship developed between us that included wideranging conversations where a single question of mine might provoke an erudite response crossing continents and centuries. Afternoons were consumed in this way. I was way out of my depth in his company, but over the thud of axes and the gravelly plaints of our chain saws, I persisted, while we trimmed trees and brush on Gary’s land in the foothills of the Sierra Mountains.

Over time I came to understand that Gary’s breadth of knowledge was not only vast and scholarly but also impeccably organized. He could speak at length on subjects as diverse as free rock climbing, Native American cultures and beliefs of widely different Native nations, Buddhism as expressed across multiple cultures, Asian art, geology, logging, carpentry, mountain climbing, and in-depth cultural and political appraisals of many lands. He had, upon his return from Japan, enlisted a crew, with friends of mine among them, who, under his instruction, built a wonderful log home—an architectural cross between a Japanese farmhouse and a Native American longhouse constructed of timber grown on his land.3

It required some years before I was able to pinpoint the most compelling and elusive quality of Gary’s personality: he was the first person I had ever met who appeared to be evenly developed across every dimension of his life. I resolved to learn something about that.

About ten years after I met Gary, I courted and later married a woman who was practicing at the San Francisco Zen Center. Though I had been reading about Zen since my early teens, I had no idea what degree of attention and diligence was required to meditate in a traditional Zen practice situation. Under my girlfriend’s influence, I began “sitting” regularly and realized immediately (and painfully) that my ideas about Buddhism had missed not just the mark but the entire target.

It required less than a month of tearing myself out of bed at 5:30 a.m. to be on my cushion in the zendo, the room where zazen, or sitting meditation, is practiced, before the bells chimed. It was humiliating to discover that I was unable to meditate without fidgeting and could not seem to locate the correct place in the morning chant book before the chant had ended and a new one had begun, which I also could not locate. I could not seem to remember to bow to others (whether or not I liked them), nor could I refrain from inserting myself in conversations before my opinion had been solicited. I continually stumbled over subtle details of mindful practice, like entering a room by stepping through doorways with the foot closest to the hinge first. The daily humiliation of repetitive, public errors bludgeoned me with embarrassment until I was forced to admit how callow my ideas about Zen were.
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