 Beat Mexico: Bohemia, Anthropology, and “the Other”
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Bohemia
 and anthropology are two of the main cultural projects through which Western culture has encountered its “Others.”  Though normally treated separately—one as artistic or social movement, the other as social science or academic study—both share an attempt to transcend the restrictions of Western society through travel and adventure. Bohemia, as used here, refers to cultural rebellion against mainstream society. Often that rebellion has entailed seeking experience through extended living with non-western peoples and writing about them in quasi-ethnographic literary texts. Thus I propose to compare bohemia and anthropology. What are the common elements of anthropology and bohemia? Are bohemian hanging out and fieldwork a common enterprise? To what extent do bohemian and anthropological texts represent non-western cultures in the same ways? In what ways do they differ? What are the limitations to treating bohemian writings as ethnographic representations? I will examine these issues through a discussion of the writings and lives of American Beat Generation authors in Mexico in the 1940s and 1950s, focusing especially on Jack Kerouac, William Burroughs, and Hal Chase.

Once a minor, offbeat, if not outlaw genre, the Beat Generation is now considered an important period in American literary history. The Beats are also in vogue in United States popular culture and have appeared in Hollywood movies, Gap Jean advertisements, punk rock lyrics, and MTV. The burgeoning interest in the Beat Generation, however, has often tended toward hagiography or superficial dismissal (although recently Beat scholarship has expanded and matured).
 Scholarly interest in Beatniks has led to a greater knowledge of the lives of William Burroughs, Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg and others, and the social conditions that produced a homegrown American bohemian movement, but it has seldom analyzed the cross-cultural dimensions of Beatnik life and writing.

Travel to foreign, exotic, or “primitive” locales—and their literary representation-- played a key role in the Beat Generation. Mexico, Paris and North Africa were key sites and staging areas for Beat experience and creation.
 Paul Bowles (who interacted with many of the Beat writers, and in a sense can be considered part of the Beat movement) spent most of his life traveling or living abroad in various countries, most importantly Morocco but also Mexico, which inspired some of his finest short stories. Burroughs wrote parts of Junky and Queer in Mexico, and Kerouac penned much of Mexico City Blues, Dr. Sax, and Tristessa while living in a rooftop apartment in Mexico City. Lawrence Ferlinghetti scrawled the poems and drawings that became The Mexican Night in notebooks while traveling by bus along the bumpy roads of the Mexican hinterlands. Ginsberg camped out on the Maya pyramids of Yucatan and lived for a time on a finca in Chiapas where he composed “Siesta in Xibalba” (Miles 1989).
 Hal Chase studied anthropology at Columbia University, met Burroughs, Kerouac, and Ginsberg in New York then reunited with the Beat scene in Mexico City before proceeding to Oaxaca to build boats with local Zapotec peasants. Neal Cassady died while walking along railroad tracks near San Miguel de Allende.

At Mexico City College, Burroughs studied Mesoamerican archaeology and, like Chase and Gary Snyder, was well versed in anthropological concepts and lore.  Other individuals who were involved in the Beat scene and had anthropological expertise include William Garver, Karena Shields, Al Hinkle, and Ginsberg. Burroughs’ books are filled with ethnological detail and imagined cultural worlds. Ginsberg’s and Kerouac’s notebooks are a kind of impromptu, artistic. Kerouac’s streetwalking lover “Tristessa”, Burrough’s drug connection Dave “Tercerero” and other Mexican acquaintances could be considered key informants about Mexican society. How did the Beats portray Mexico and to what extent is that portrayal different from or similar to naive tourist depictions of Mexico (i.e., ethnocentric, romanticized, at times racist)?
 To what extent is the bohemian Beat representation of Mexico similar to or different from that of anthropology, which for many of its practitioners is a kind of institutionalized, academic bohemia (the anthropologist as bohemian with a research grant)? Did the Beats do good fieldwork and “thick description?”

Kerouac

A key scene in the Beat Generation ur-text On the Road (1976) takes place in Mexico. After madly crisscrossing the United States by car, bus, and train in search of adventures and meaning, Kerouac (as Sal Paradise) and his alter ego Neal Cassady (Dean Moriarty) finally leave their home country—whose nooks and crannies they have explored with feverish intensity—and push on into, for them, unexplored foreign terrain:

And now we were ready for the last hundred and fifty miles to the magic border....Just beyond, you could feel the enormous presence of whole great Mexico and almost smell the billion tortillas frying and smoking in the night.  (p. 273)... 

Just across the street Mexico began. We looked with wonder. To our amazement, it looked exactly like Mexico. It was three in the morning, and fellows in straw hats and white pants were lounging by the dozen against battered pocky storefronts. (p. 274)... Then we turned our faces to Mexico with bashfulness and wonder as those dozens of Mexican cats watched us from under their secret hatbrims in the night. Beyond were music and all-night restaurants with smoke pouring out of the door. ‘Whee, ‘ whispered Dean very softly. (p. 275)... 

Behind us lay the whole of America and everything Dean and I had previously known about life, and life on the road. We had finally found the magic land at the end of the road and we had dreamed the extent of the magic. ‘Think of these cats staying up all hours of the night,’ whispered Dean. ‘And think of this big continent ahead of us with those enormous Sierra Madre mountains we saw in the movies, and the jungles all the way down and a whole desert plateau as big as ours and reaching clear down to Guatemala and God knows where, whoo! What’ll we do? What’ll we do? Let’s move!’ We got out and went back to the car. One last glimpse of America across the hot lights of the Rio Grande bridge, and we turned our back and fender to it and roared off. (p. 276).  

‘Now, Sal, we’re leaving everything behind us and entering a new and unknown phase of things. All the years and troubles and kicks—and now this! so that we can safely think of nothing else and just go ahead with our faces stuck out like this, you see, and understand the world as, really and genuinely speaking, other Americans haven’t done before us...(p.276)’

In the small towns of Mexico the intrepid travelers encounter an impoverished but kinder, more soulful civilization where, they felt, humanity existed in a timeless, natural state unencumbered by the numbing standardization and alienation of the mechanized and bureaucratized North.  Kerouac’s ecstatic wandering, often drunk and drugged, in the streets, villages, and barrios of Mexico was surely not good fieldwork in the normal anthropological sense. Nonetheless, it was an attempt to see the humanity in non-Western cultural others and evoke, in a Geertz-like way, the shifting grounds and angles of the space, time, and emotional dimensions of cross-cultural encounters. Even if Kerouac’s writings now appear hopelessly naive, essentialist and romantic (some would say racist) to the hidebound professional anthropologist, they are far more successful than the average ethnography at grabbing the reader’s attention:

‘Real beat huts, man, the kind you only find in Death Valley and much worse. These people don’t bother with appearances.” (1976: 277)...And particularly right now in my stage and condition, Sal, I am digging the interiors of these homes as we pass them—these gone doorways and you look inside and see beds of straw and little brown kids sleeping and stirring to wake, their thoughts congealing from the empty mind of sleep, their selves rising, and the mothers cooking up breakfast in iron old pots, and dig them shutters they have for windows and the old men, the old men are so cool and grand and not bothered by anything. There’s no suspicion here, nothing like that. Everybody’s cool, everybody looks at you with such straight brown eyes and they don’t say anything, just look, and in that look all of the human qualities are soft and subdued and still there. Dig all the foolish stories you read about Mexico and the sleeping gringo and all that crap—and crap about greasers and so on—and all it is, people here are straight and kind and don’t put down any bull. I’m so amazed by this.’  

(comments of Dean Moriarty [Cassady] in On the Road)

Obviously, the starting points and goals of writers and anthropologists are often different. For Kerouac, exotic travel experience in Mexico was a means of creating and affirming a new kind of American writing rather than scientific ethnographic description per se. Yet literature and anthropology share an interest in cultural critique, and both Beatniks and anthropologists have valued experience as a source of knowledge and inspiration. While many contemporary anthropologists might want to distance themselves from writers like the Beats, I would argue that anthropology--in its striving to achieve a firmer footing in the academy through a hardening of scientific discourse or the aping of postmodern literary theory--has become disconnected from a bohemian, nonconformist impulse (epitomized by the Beats) that has been an underlying motive for much anthropological work since long before Ruth Benedict, or Kerouac, for that matter.
 

Although Kerouac’s descriptions of Mexico constantly lapse into essentialism, his rich expressive prose keeps our interest in his travels. In On the Road, Kerouac and Cassidy’s forays into exotic Mexico culminate in a wild drunken scene at a whorehouse cantina where the avid adventurers smoke strong marijuana, gulp cheap drinks, dance madly to eerie mambo tunes, and dally with young, dusky prostitutes in the back rooms. The trip continues through the mountains, jungles, and valleys of Mexico to the figurative end of the Beat road: Mexico City (“We’d made it...to these vast and Biblical areas of the world, and now we were about to reach the end of the road” [p. 299]). For Kerouac, Mexico was a land of endless hedonistic pleasures: “all Mexico was one vast Bohemian camp...This was the great and final wild uninhibited Fellahin-childlike city that we knew we would find at the end of the road” (p. 301).  In Kerouac’ s Spenglerian vision Mexicans were primal, earth people: “These people were unmistakably Indians and were not at all like the Pedros and Panchos of silly civilized American lore—they had high cheekbones, and slanted eyes, and soft ways; they were not fools, they were not clowns; they were great, grave Indians and they were the source of mankind and the fathers of it.” (p. 280).

 After further wandering and indulgences, Sal Paradise, the narrator, falls ill with dysentery and returns to the States and the end of this phase of his apocalyptic travels. Crossing the U.S.-Mexico border, the weary traveler encounters an ancient Father Time-like figure that urges him to “Go moan for man.”  (p. 303). 

That Kerouac loved Mexico (and was fascinated by Mexican women) is obvious, but did this passion translate into insightful writing about Mexican culture? The answer can only be equivocal. The loopy lines of Kerouac’s overrated book of poetry, Mexico City Blues (1959a), may often leave one aghast. Is this the best of the “King of the Beats” or simply a kind of juvenile James Joyce who treats Mexico as a clown country whose names and language can be mutilated and toyed with since it is not a serious civilization anyway? To whit: “Wha’ hoppen in Oaxaca?” (p. 40);  “Or even in Chihucha, dry Zackatakies, High Guadalajara” (p. 64). 
This book was written under the influence of heroin and marijuana (Kerouac first began using heroin intensively in Mexico), and it shows, and not to good effect. Just another gringo intellectually masturbating in Mexico? Kerouac’s frequent butchering of the Spanish language—which he continually confuses with his native (Canadian) French—shows a typical gringo disdain for the local culture, even though some may find it cute.
 Perhaps I am being too literal, often Kerouac was after the sound of words not their meaning. But the overall effect, at least in Mexico City Blues, is that of superficial, artsy goofiness.

Tristessa (1960; why not the Spanish “tristeza”?), Kerouac’s hallucinatory account of his doomed love affair with a junkie prostitute suffers from similar literary excesses, yet the reader nonetheless comes away with an empathy for and partial understanding of the impoverished denizens of the Mexico City drug underworld. Roughly contemporaneous with Bunuel’s brilliant Los Olvidados and Oscar Lewis’ pathbreaking ethnography The Children of Sanchez (1961), Tristessa complements these more famous works. Should we hold “the great rememberer” accountable for lines like “Their birthrate is terrific—They turn em out wailing and dying by the golden tons in vats of semiwinery messaferies of oy Ole Tokyo birthcrib” (i.e., Mexicans reproduce like rabbits, supposedly)? (Kerouac 1960: 56). Can we forgive him for calling his Mexican lover Terry in On the Road a “dumb little Mexican wench?” 
(1976: 84-85) Are such outrages compensated for by a rich Hemingwayesque description of a bullfight (Kerouac 1960: 31-33) or a mouthwatering riff on tacos de cabeza?” (p. 40).  And however naive, essentialist and New Agy it is to say “The Earth is an Indian thing” (Kerouac 1988: 22)),
 is there a better description of the freedom one feels when crossing into Mexico from the stodgy United States than “the moment you cross the little wire gate and you’re in Mexico, you feel like you just sneaked out of school when you told the teacher you were sick and she told you you could go home, 2 o’clock in the afternoon” (1988: 21).  Wouldn’t it be more satisfying if anthropologists evoked images like these (sans the racial objectification): “In the morning I got up and peeked through the sticks: it was a drowsy sweet little grass hut village with lovely brown maids carrying jugs of water from the main well on their shoulders—smoke of tortillas rose among the trees—dogs barked, children played, and as I say our host was up and splitting twigs with a spear by throwing the spear to the ground neatly parting the twigs (or thin boughs) clean in half, an amazing sight.” (1988: 28)?

In general, the value of Kerouac’s writing for anthropologists, lies less as data than as method. Kerouac’s  “sketching” and “spontaneous prose” (Burroughs also practiced “automatic writing”), immediate fresh impressions of people and places that he was intensely engaged with produced rich, literary notebooks, akin to fieldnotes. His on-the-spot reporting style is, in fact, a kind of amatuer ethnographic field writing. Lamentably, Kerouac’s avowed refusal to edit his writing resulted in the preservation of certain silly passages that it would have been better to excise or confine to the dustbins of library manuscript collections. Yet, the Beat ethic of living on the margins of society, in close contact with local people, usually the urban poor and peasantry, is akin to the traditional anthropological enterprise,
 and Kerouac’s writings about Mexico can be treated as a kind of ethnography of the netherworld of Mexican bars, drug scenes, and slums.
 

Like the anthropology of the 1950s, the Beats benefited from the privilege of relatively easy traveling and observing of non-Western peoples afforded by colonialism and U.S. political hegemony. But in the case of the Beats, the evocation of the exotic landscape of Mexico (or Morocco or wherever), rather than an essentialist description of the Other in its wholeness, enhanced the quality of the literary yarn rather than being the raison d’etre of the text.
  For Kerouac and the other Beats, the setting, the place described, was less important than the characters passing through it. (For that matter, the Mexico City College Beatnik scene, like other American expatriate communities of the time, were inward-focused and separated to some degree from Mexican life as a whole ([cf. Anhalt 2001]). While the Bohemians sought the strange to stimulate their own poetic imaginations, i.e., as a colorful topography for their own autobiographical fictions, the anthropology of the period pursued a diametrically opposed project—the objective, non-fictional account of culturally overdetermined “natives” with the biography of the authorial anthropologist as hidden background. With the advent of postmodern anthropology, and its celebration of reflexivity, self-referentiality, and the literary, Beat writing styles take on greater contemporary relevance for “writing culture.”

Moreover, despite Kerouac’s at times obvious ethnocentrism and unbridled romanticism, a degree of reflexive self-criticism is embedded in his work, such as the observation that “all of them [are] scornful of American hipsters who come down among them [Mexicans] not for shit or kicks but with big pretenses of scholarship and superiority” (Charters ed., 1995: 349). Additionally, although he glories in the freedom and sensuality of Mexican life, Kerouac (in Desolation Angels [1995: 248]) also sees a troubling side to the society:  

But I always get surprised when I arrive in Mexico to see I’d forgotten a certain drear, even sad, darkness, like the sight of some Indian man in a brown rust suit, with open collared white shirt, waiting for a Circumvalacion [sic] bus with a package wrapt in newspaper (El Diario Universal) [sic], and the bus is loaded with sitters and strap hangars, dark green gloom inside, no lights, and will take him bouncing over mud hole backstreets for a half hour to the outskirts of the adobe slums where a smell of  dead animals and shit lingers forever—And to glory in any big description of the bleakness of that man is not fair, is, in sum, immature—I won’t do it—His life is a horror...

Kerouac’s empathetic relationships
 with specific Mexican people, who were in a sense his informants, included “Terry’s brother (“Ricky,” who Kerouac said he loved); his boon friend “Victor,” who gave Kerouac and Cassady a tour of his small northern Mexican town; and “Enrique,” the Indian boy with whom he traveled and indulged in drugs with along the Mexican Pacific Coast. Even though Kerouac’s experiences with indigenous people of Sonora and Sinaloa prompted him to gush, “The Indian, the Mexican is great, straight, simple, and perfect” (Nicosia 1994: 390), as soon as they reached Mexico City Kerouac ditched Enrique in favor of his American Beat friend William Burroughs. Of course, one should also note that Kerouac’s selfishness extended not just to Mexicans, but to even his closest friends, such as Burroughs (Nicosia 1994). 

Ultimately, whatever we may think of Kerouac the man or his books, his writing was enmeshed in a profoundly anthropological dilemma: the effort to understand one’s own culture through encounters with cultural others.
 In that sense, Kerouac’s writings about Mexico are perhaps more important for what they say about United States culture than about Mexico.

Burroughs



Mexico is not simple or gay or idyllic. It is nothing like a French Canadian naborhood [sic]. It is an Oriental country that reflects 2000 years of disease and poverty and degradation and stupidity and slavery and brutality and psychic and physical terrorism. Mexico is sinister & gloomy & chaotic with the special chaos of a dream. I like it myself, but it isn’t for everybody’s taste, & don’t expect to find anything like Lowell down here. (excerpts from a 1951 letter from William Burroughs to Jack Kerouac, Charters ed., 1995: 319)


William Burroughs first encountered Mexico, briefly, in 1946 while visiting his friend Kells Elvins, and then later for a more extended period while farming cotton (and marijuana) in Texas in the late 1940s.
 Nightly Burroughs would cross the Rio Grande to drink, search for handsome boys, and party in Reynosa, Tamaulipas.  One of his favorite haunts was Joe’s Place, an unusual nightclub and restaurant that featured live animals, including a bear behind the bar and a lion in a hole in the floor. One night, one of Burroughs’ regular drinking companions, a local young man named Gene Terry (nicknamed “Tiger Terry”) tried to pet the lion and was mauled to death (Johnson 2001: 17-21).  Though Burroughs was undoubtedly horrified by this bizarre event, he later used it for literary material. Indeed, Mexico was prime terrain for an avant-garde writer who observed (in a letter to Kerouac referring to Mexican bullfights and cockfights): “I like my spectacles brutal, bloody and degrading” (Charters ed., 1995: 340). 


If anything, Burroughs was not politically-correct. He was proud to be an Ugly American. His writing about Mexico, North Africa and elsewhere was often pure Orientalism. Should we then summon the culture police, burn his books, and ban them from anthropology departments? Though Burroughs had anthropological training and was knowledgeable about ethnology, he more often mocked or mimicked scientific anthropology and its pretensions with characters resembling a psychotic Indiana Jones on drugs, hardly a model for the prim, proper anthropologists of the AAA meetings. Yet, if a bad ethnographer, Burroughs was often a great writer. His fragmented, disjointed prose anticipates the kaleidoscopic tendencies of postmodern ethnography. 


In 1949, on the lam from a New Orleans drug-bust, Burroughs fled to Mexico, where he found an anarchic freedom he had never experienced in the U.S. At first Burroughs loved the wild, insouciant wide-open feel of Mexico; but his attitude on the country soured, to some extent, the longer he stayed in the country, according to his editor and biographer James Grauerholz (pers. comm. 2002). Burroughs’ initial letters from Mexico glow over how inexpensive, profitable for business, and unconstrained life was there:

At least Mexico is no obscenity “Welfare” State, and the more I see of this country the better I like it. It is really possible to relax here where nobody tries to mind your business for you, and a man can walk the streets without being molested by some insolent cop swollen with the unwarranted authority bestowed upon him by our stupid and hysterical law-making bodies. Here a cop is on the level of a street-car conductor. He knows his place and stays there. (Harris 1993: 57).

Mexico City is very agreeable, but I want to see it all. Everything I have seen so far has been much to my liking. A few examples:  Drunks sleep right on the sidewalk of the main drag. No cop bothers them; anyone who feels like it carries a gun. I read of several occasions where drunken cops, shooting at the habitues in bars, were themselves shot by armed civilians who don’t take no shit from nobody. (Harris 1993: 62)

This is basically an oriental culture (80% Indian) where everyone has mastered the art of minding his own business. If a man wants to wear a monocle or carry a cane he does not hesitate to do it and no one gives him a second glance. Boys and young men walk down the street arm in arm and no one pays them any mind. It is not that people here don’t care what others think. It simply would not occur to a Mexican to expect criticism from a stranger, nor would it occur to anyone to criticize the behavior of others. (Harris 1993: 69)


Burroughs established himself and his family in an apartment in Mexico City and enrolled in Mexico City College, an American-run university with a surprisingly strong anthropology department (including the likes of Pedro Armillas, Wigberto Jimenez Moreno and Robert Barlow) and a collection of expatriate students with a taste for drinking and wild “kicks.” Burroughs took anthropology classes, in one of which he wrote a solid, well-informed academic paper about the Olmec culture for a class taught by the talented Mexican archaeologist Ignacio Bernal (copy of paper in possession of author, courtesy of James Grauerholz).
 The Mexico City College bohemian scene was, to some degree, reminiscent of the Columbia University clique from which the Beats emerged as a literary/cultural movement in New York City the 1940s.
 Heavy alcohol and drug use combined intermittently with serious intellectual dialogue, solitary prose-writing, and outrageous behavior in a Faustian quest for philosophical knowledge, rich life experience, artistic expression and good times. Although Burroughs’ academic performance at the College was not stellar, and his class attendance was interrupted by visits from fellow bohemians including Kerouac and Cassady, Burroughs had a serious, long-term interest in anthropology. At Harvard, he took a graduate course in Maya archaeology and an introductory anthropology course from Carleton Coon. He also may have studied anthropology at Columbia (although research on this period in Burroughs’ life is inconclusive). Burroughs was interested in numerous world cultures including the Kwakiutl and Crow Indians, and various Mesoamerican and South American indigenous peoples  (Grauerholz 1998: 9 and pers. comm.). At Mexico City College, Burroughs enrolled in the anthropology master’s degree program and continued his studies of Maya culture with a course on Mayan languages; he also took a Spanish class and one on the Mesoamerican codices (Grauerholz 2002: 16). Burroughs was especially interested in “Aztec psychological terror methods” (Gifford and Lee 1978: 163) and the beliefs and practices of the Maya priesthood, references to which are sprinkled throughout Burroughs’ vast ouevre.  Indeed, Burroughs considered anthropology as a possible career option, and may have viewed himself as a budding archaeologist as a comment from his wife Joan (in relation to Burroughs’ resumption of heroin use) implies: “Oh, don’t you want to dig up ruins or do anything” (Ted Morgan interviews [n.d.] with Burroughs-- quoted in Grauerholz 2002: 18).

That Burroughs really understood anthropological concepts and theories is clear from his work (although he also had a penchant for uncritically accepting extreme or offbeat ideas about culture such as those of Korzybski).
 References to the couvade, codices, bangungot, latah, etc. are pervasive in his writing. Many of his books (e.g., The Wild Boys and Naked Lunch) are, in fact, a kind of invented, postmodern ethnography of imagined cultural worlds in which time, space and people are distorted, inverted, merged, transformed and bent into new, often grotesques shapes. Interzone—the mythical space of Naked Lunch and the book of the same name—is a kind of bizarre hodgepodge of Moroccan, Spanish, American, French (and other) cultures that, although loosely based on Tangier, is uniquely Burroughsian. Talk about “globalization!”  Burroughs, the literary ethnographer, not only breaks down the barriers between world cultures but brings them all together in wildly shifting combinations that defy linear time or Western conceptions of space. Burroughs was also, in a sense, a kind of old-fashioned cultural relativist, but in an inverted way; that is, he viewed humanity in general—whatever its ethnic persuasion--as ultimately corrupt, violent, and depraved.


Burroughs wrote his most conventional novels (Junky and Queer) in Mexico City. The two books loosely chronicle his life in Mexico City, especially his endless pursuit of high quality, strong drugs (mainly heroin, but also cocaine and peyote) and attractive, young male sexual partners.  In Junky (1977), William Lee (the author’s pen name) finds a source for junk along San Juan de Letran Street in the center of Mexico City. In the next scene (Burroughs 1995: 112-113), he enters his first gay bar in the capital (the “Chimu Bar”), which he describes in brilliantly evocative prose that puts most contemporary ethnographic writing
 to shame:

I ordered a drink at the bar and looked around. Three Mexican fags were posturing in front of the jukebox. One of them slithered over to where I was standing, with the stylized gestures of a temple dancer, and asked for a cigarette. There was something archaic in the stylized movements, a depraved animal grace at once beautiful and repulsive. I could see him moving in the light of campfires, the ambiguous gestures fading out into the dark. Sodomy is as old as the human species. One of the fags was sitting in a booth by the jukebox, perfectly immobile with a stupid animal serenity. 

 
Eventually, Burroughs met a young Mexican man who became his lover, “Angelo” in Junky. Burroughs’ descriptions of the Mexico City drug and gay underworld are exquisite and precise, including a wonderful sketch (1977: 116) of “Lupita,” the queen of narcotics trafficking, who is described as “doling out papers [heroin] like an Aztec goddess.”  He also made a pilgrimage to Our Lady of Chalma, a patron saint for people in pain, including junkies (Morgan 1988: 178). The protagonist of Junky (illustrating to a considerable degree the life of the author) eventually attempts to withdraw from heroin but in the process becomes a hapless drunk whose physical and mental health deteriorate rapidly and who spends most of his time in lowlife bars in downtown Mexico City, occasionally engaging in wild stunts like pulling a gun on an obnoxious drinking companion, only to be subdued and then released by a Mexican cop. 

Queer narrates part two of Burroughs’ Mexican adventures. The author’s introduction (written in 1985) begins with this glorious description of Mexico City:

When I lived in Mexico City at the end of the 1940’s, it was a city of one million people, with clear sparkling air and the sky that special shade of blue that goes so well with circling vultures, blood and sand—the raw menacing pitiless Mexican blue. I liked Mexico City from the first day of my visit there. In 1949, it was a cheap place to live, with a large foreign colony, fabulous whorehouses and restaurants, cockfights and bullfights, and every conceivable diversion.

(Burroughs 1985: v)

In the introduction (1985: vii-viii), the author conjures up a humorous, nightmare perspective on Mexico: “Mexico City was also the murder capital of the world, with the highest per-capita homicide rate. I remember newspaper stories every day, like these:



A campesino is in from the country, waiting for a bus: linen pants, sandals made from a tire, a wide sombrero, a machete at his belt. Another man is also waiting, dressed in a suit, looking at his wristwatch, muttering angrily. The campesino whips out his machete and cuts the man’s head off. He later told police: “He was giving me looks muy feo and finally I could not contain myself.” Obviously the man was annoyed because the bus was late, and was looking down the road for the bus, when the campesino misinterpreted his action, and the next thing a head rolls in the gutter, grimacing horribly and showing gold teeth.

Queer recounts Burroughs’ pathetic attempts to establish sexual liaisons by engaging in humorous verbal performances (“routines”) with several young American men, including Hal Chase, one of the original New York City Beats (of whom more later), while drinking heavily in the restaurants and bars of Mexico City. This occurs in the aftermath of Burroughs’ accidental shooting of his wife in an apartment (rented by American members of the Mexico City College crowd), although this is never mentioned in the text. In a scene that is now a classic element of Beat Generation and Burroughs mythology, Joan Vollmer Burroughs had balanced a glass on her head—“the William Tell routine”--but Burroughs missed the shot and killed his wife. The Mexico City newspapers, appealing to Mexican xenophobia, had a field day with the sensational story (distorting or amplifying the facts) of a drunken gringo irresponsibly shooting his wife during a wild party (Grauerholz 2002: 37-48). Despite the Mexican media hoopla about the shooting, Burroughs was able to post bond and regain his freedom after spending only 13 days in Lecumberri Prison. Ultimately, fearing further legal problems, Burroughs fled Mexico (in 1952), eventually settling in Tangier, where he wrote his classic novel Naked Lunch (1959).  Burroughs had begun to have second thoughts about Mexico after experiencing a number of problems, including being turned in to the Mexican Immigration authorities (to whom he paid a substantial bribe) because of his drinking and drug use (Morgan 1988: 180). 

So what of Burroughs as ethnographer of Mexico? Frequently, Burroughs employed ethnocentric and sexist ideas about Mexicans as narrative vehicle to deal with his own existential dilemmas. Yet when Burroughs writes straightforward prose observations of Mexican people, places, and life—as in his letters (Harris 1993; also Burroughs and Ginsberg 1963), Junky and Queer--the results are often precise and insightful, and devilishly tinged with the author’s characteristic dark humor and sardonic vision of the human species. “El Hombre Invisible,” as Burroughs was nicknamed (perhaps by local people in Morocco), has a sharp eye for the contradictory currents of freedom and corruption, spontaneity and decadence, and beauty and ugliness that permeated life in Mexico in the 1950s. Though Burroughs may at times appear to be an inveterate Anglo colonialist, proud to be an Ugly American and enjoy power and privilege, his concern for the mistreatment of Mexican farm-workers is clear in his analyses of the apartheid-like farming system of the Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas in the 1940s (Johnson 2001). Moreover, Burroughs’ dark vision and bleak perspective on human society may be just the sort of optic needed to understand aspects of life (drug violence, state violence, extreme poverty and marginality in colonia slums, kidnapping, “disappearances,” ecological destruction, social disorganization, anomie) in today’s Mexican metropolises such as Mexico City, Tijuana and Juarez. The phantasmagoria of nightmare worlds in Naked Lunch (1959), Interzone (1989), The Wild Boys (1973), Cities of the Red Night (1981) and elsewhere may be closer to contemporary cultural reality than many of us would like to think. If art prefigures social reality than it behooves us to take Burroughs anti-utopian perspective seriously. In fact, the much more traditional Mexican novelist Carlos Fuentes (1989) has written a book about a mythical, degraded Mexico City of the future that incorporates just such a bleak view. 

Burroughs’ short piece “The Mayan Caper” (1998a) is a brilliant fantasy, incorporating ethnological detail and social criticism, about the Maya calendar as a kind of hegemonic control system manipulated by the priesthood. In “Control,” the author compares the Maya system to the U.S. “ceremonial calendar” of mind control engineered by advertisers and the government (1998b).
 While in other writings Burroughs shared to a degree, Kerouac’s romantic primitivism vis-a-vis Mexico, his ever-present mistrust of human motives provides a more balanced view of the extremes of Mexican life. Finally, as the effects of postmodern theory have spread to most corners of the social sciences, and society itself has become postmodern, at least in the sense of being profoundly fragmented, we may want to consider more seriously Burroughs’ rejection of linear narrative and employment of the “cut-up” method. 

Hal Chase

Hal Chase was a member of the original Beat Circle in New York City in the 1940s. Chase had left his home state of Colorado and gone to Columbia University to study anthropology. There he met Kerouac, Ginsberg and Burroughs and even lived with them for a while in the communal apartment near Columbia that was the original Beat pad.  Chase took part in all aspects of the scene, including drug experimentation, orgies, bisexual relationships, and endless late-night conversations (Nicosia 1994; Morgan 1988). He also helped introduce Cassady, who he had known in Denver, to Kerouac, Ginsberg, and the rest of the Beat clique. Chase was viewed by the others as a serious intellectual and scholar. Eventually, Chase tired of the criminality and drug and sexual shenanigans of his literary friends; he preferred to focus on anthropology (Ted Morgan interview notes (3/15/85); courtesy of James Grauerholz):

Bill [Burroughs] wondered what had happened to me and I told him that I really didn’t view the activities they were engaged in as that intriguing—they were actively seeking certain kinds of insights—they wanted the trip—they wanted experiences they could write about. I had no reason to do that. I was making anthropological observations. I wasn’t a writer. I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of having experiences and then selling them.” (Ted Morgan interview notes (3/15/85) with Hal Chase, courtesy of James Grauerholz).

Chase became interested in archaeology as a 12 or 13 year-old boy in Colorado. Fascinated by the writings of E.T. Seton and J.W. Schultz, Chase made Indian clothing and did Indian dances. He began exploring the Denver Art Museum, which housed a fine collection of Indian costumes and artifacts. The museum exhibitor Eric Douglas befriended Chase and shared with him his large anthropology library. While still in high school Chase participated in important archaeological field research in Colorado. (Chase, letter 4, 2/28/98). At Columbia, Chase obtained a B.A. in anthropology then enrolled in the anthropology graduate program. According to Chase (Chase, letter 4, 2/9/98), his anthropological interests were

oriented more in the direction of Boaz and also, though she had just died in Ruth Benedict’s work. I was seriously interested in the sense of esthetics among the tribes more than esthetics per se. Turned out to be too complex for me to get a good enough handle on. With Julian Steward as my advisor I was quite serious about Shamanism and related activities but with so little coming out of USSR at that time, it didn’t seem serious and comprehensive enough for a thesis. Kroeber arrived and lectured on the culture of China. Very exciting. 

Chase went on to conduct pioneering archaeological research in Southeastern Colorado as part of the 1949 High Plains Columbia Expedition (Lintz 1999a). Chase also did important museum work with collections at the Peabody Museum at Harvard and for the Denver Art Museum at a facility in La Jolla, California, helped set up the archaeology program at Trinidad Junior College (in Colorado), and made important contributions to the Louden-Henritze Archaeology Museum in Trinidad. In 1951 Chase (possibly with support from the Peabody Museum and the Taylor Museum of Colorado Springs, Colorado) went to Mexico to study the Zapotec language (Morgan 1988: 184; Louden 11/8/97), possibly at Mexico City College.  

In a letter to the archaeologist Chris Lintz (Chase 7/23/98), Chase discussed this period of his life and his interests in and observations of Mexico:

There is no doubt that I was attracted to Mexico because I had studied the documents and that there were potentially more was interesting to me. Also in the Post Indian House of Salem I had read logs of captains who had been in Salina Cruz [Oaxaca]. I knew Bill Burroughs was there and also I was in a desultory correspondence with a boyhood buddy and roommate from Columbia College, Frank Jeffries [who was also involved in the Beat Generation]. He was also from Denver and I’d known him for years. In fact it was to Frank’s house that I actually went.”  

Chase was thrilled by what he found in Mexico:

When in Mexico I began to appreciate the place for what it was at the time—an immense intellectual stew. It was like Paris in the late 19th century where the national figures were available. It was like that in Mexico. The cultural leaders were not hidden behind P.R. figures and secretaries. They were right there available for everyone. A one-city nation I think has than advantage...San Francisco in the 60s was more like that—i.e. Mexico. Therefore my interest in Mexico explorations was not founded in anything other than itself. Mexico itself was so rich and mysterious—recall that it was not 10 years before that [Matthew] Stirling had reported Olmec and that Aztec roots were beginning to be seriously considered stemming from the west coast. (Chase 7/23/98)

What then happened to Chase in Mexico seems right out of a novel:

In early Spring [1951] I went to Mexico City and quite quickly went to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. There I got involved with the most exciting but also the most dangerous enterprise of my life...when I went to Mexico, it was with a plan to build a boat...I worked down to the Isthmus with some idea about studying the Huave, but what I found there was a boat builder building three boats in Salina Cruz that had been precut on the Atlantic side and shipped across to be assembled. These were to be the first shrimp boats on the Pacific. In fact, they were at least in that area...in Salina Cruz I got to know a man, the husband of the modern (used injections) curandera there. He and I soon struck a deal that I would buy the hardware—fastenings—for two boats and show him and five of his cronies how to build boats—especially planking—in return for which he and his buddies would supply the wood for the boats and the labor. At the end, he would have one boat with his cronies, and I the other.

I can not express how exciting it was. The men got their wives to get logs from their estates in the hills. Matriarchal society [presumably Zapotecs]. They began bringing them to a primitive mill on ox carts. They couldn’t put the logs on the train because of the government monopoly in lumber and check points and illegal. Everyone was very excited and happy. It was almost exactly the way the Peace Corps worked ten years later, except in one vital difference: this was spontaneous form the bottom up. The men saw themselves as boat builders and shrimpers down the line. No more poverty. And I was so charged up I didn’t have sense enough to realize I was getting sick. The way it went, I waited far too long to get medical help. One part of the delay was due to the down side of the venture. Aside from the delay in medicine, I was getting into very dangerous ground politically. This was the McCarthy era and anything from the ground up was suspect. I became the object of attention from the various government officials. The Port Captain kept me under constant surveillance, some Naval Official made impossible regulations for me to follow, but worse was the Customs Officer who threatened to shoot me and who took my passport. It was tantamount to house arrest. When I finally got it back, I was very, very weak [from typhoid fever]. (Chase 5/18/98) 

Such were Hal Chase’s adventures in Mexico (He returned in 1956 and had some dealings with the famous linguist Morris Swadesh.). The ultimate nonconformist, Chase eventually dropped out of both the bohemian Beat scene and anthropology. Chase went to live in rural California where he built sailboats, Renaissance musical instruments, and his own house. Turning his back on his previous anthropological career and Beatnik past, Chase adopted a reclusive rural life of subsistence farming, orchard-tending, and dairy production, even inventing a portable milking machine (Lintz, pers. comm.). Chase raised nine children on his farm near Paso Robles, California. His neighbors described him (Howard E. Campbell, pers. comm.) as a friendly, but eccentric hermit who wore tattered clothes and hated the government.  In his fieldnotes from a rare visit with Chase, Lintz (1999b) described Chase as “being in his 70’s...he walked straight-up, but his overall presentation and appearance was a shock to me.” “He had long gray white, collar-length hair combed straight back over the top of his head and an 8-inch long, untrimmed full beard and moustache.” “His children “were tall, good-looking kids...” who “had long sleeve shirts (some layered) and long pants that were torn and full of holes and quite stained with dirt.”  “None of the kids wore shoes and their bare feet were nearly twice as thick as mine from the calluses developed from years of walking bare footed. The kids all seemed happy, and together with two or three mongrel dogs that came into the kitchen to sleep, the place looked like a scene out of the “Grapes of Wrath” and the Oklahoma dust bowl days.”

Chase’s anthropological background was the most serious of all of the Beats.  From an early age, he had engaged in field investigations and he was trained by the finest U.S. anthropologists of his era. Chase’s early archaeological research in Southern Colorado is now of great importance to local scholars (Lintz 1999a). Moreover, his boat-building venture with Zapotec peasants may be viewed as a precursor to collaborative/activist anthropologies of recent years. With Chase anthropology and bohemianism produced a fertile combination. Sadly, for anthropology at least, Chase never published anything about his experiences in Mexico and chose instead the life of a hermit.

Conclusions

The profound critiques of ethnography contained in Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus, eds. 1986) have forced anthropologists to come to grips with the extent that ethnographic representation is a textual, literary activity. It has also helped us see the ethnographic value in texts that were not written by anthropologists per se. Up to now Beat Generation literature has not been considered of anthropological value other than perhaps for its insights into dissident values emerging from within mainstream U.S. culture in the 1950s.  The Beats were the precursors to the Hippies, end of story.  I argue, however, that the Beat experience is also relevant to the very heart of cultural anthropology as a unique discipline, i.e., ethnography. The Beat style of living (“deep hanging out”) and writing (spontaneous “sketching” or “automatic writing” in notebooks, converted into novels and poems) are analogous to fieldwork and ethnographic writing (both as fieldnotes and published ethnographies). 

The irreverent, offbeat, daring style of the Beats is especially needed in American anthropology today. As American universities and the academy have become increasingly corporate in structure and function, anthropology has become heavily commodified, careerist, hyper-professionalized, and often dull. Anthropology’s liberating potential is being destroyed by market forces, greedy academic competitiveness, and the hypocrisy of politically-correct postmodernism. As academic administrators widen their nets of control through official “free speech zones,” institutional review boards, puritanical behavioral codes, etc., anthropologists have taken to policing themselves with McCarthyite  political correctness, perusing the behaviors and speech of colleagues for breeches of sexual and social ethic.

Within this discouraging milieu, the failure of postmodern anthropology, in my opinion, has not been its supposed abandonment of science, but its failure to produce good literature. The postmodern literary turn could have produced an enriching of the pleasures of reading ethnographies. Instead, it has too often produced contorted, complex unreadable jargon mixed with cutesy, insular puns. Maybe the mistake has been to take Foucault, Derrida and Bhaba for models instead of Dostoyevsky, Kafka, Chekov or, dare I say it, Kerouac. However flawed, the Beat project was an attempt to create an alternative society and author a countercultural world. In that sense, in spite of their limitations, we can look to the Beats as inspiration and suggestions for alternative models for literary ethnography and fieldwork.
  

For Beat writers, living in Mexico and writing about it were almost de rigueur. As fieldwork, the Beat encounter with Mexicans took place especially in the slums, whorehouses, villages, barrios, markets, and streets. Can the bohemian adventures and writings of the Beats in Mexico be taken seriously as either quasi-fieldwork or ethnography? What are the limitations of the Beat experience vis-a-vis Mexico? Some have argued that the Beatnik movement was a male-dominated, racist, sexist colonial project—merely a bohemian version of the fault-filled American society of which it was a product (Berger 1995: 132, Van Leer 1991: 493). There are elements of veracity in this critique. For Kerouac, Mexico was an immense, primitive, Fellahin-land where natural, almost tribal, people acted out an ancient, biblical script removed in time and space from the mechanized, dehumanized world of the industrial north. Mexicans, like black jazz musicians back home, “had rhythm” and they were always available for trysts and “kicks.” Drugs, booze, food, and travel were cheap and readily available, hence “Beat Mexico” was a true, hedonistic, bohemian paradise. For all this essentialism, however, Kerouac’s romanticism was tempered with a degree of gritty realism as a result of his intense relationships with lower-class Mexicans, such as “Tristessa,” and his own lack of funds, which required that he live at almost the same economic level as working-class people in Mexico City. Furthermore, his lightning-quick notebook accounts of specific people, places and events add to our understanding of Mexican life in the 1950s.

Surprisingly, William Burroughs, the most non-linear, non-realistic of all the Beat writers, did produce work of anthropological interest about Mexico. Except for Hal Chase, Burroughs was the most knowledgeable of the Beats about anthropology. His first two novels (Junky and Queer) take place to a considerable extent in Mexico (especially Queer), and they are by far Burroughs’ most “true-to-life” books. These novels and his oeuvre, in general, shed light on the Mexico City drug underworld, gay life in Mexico, and the U.S. expatriate community. From Burroughs we can also glean perspectives on the uses of hallucinogenic drugs grown in Mexico, the power structure of Mayan society, and the futuristic nightmares of Mexican megalopolises.

A professional anthropologist and co-founder of the Beatniks, Hal Chase, represents, to some extent, a synthesis between anthropology and bohemia. Chase’s archaeological investigations were first-rate, and his boat-building experience in Oaxaca can be considered a kind of applied, collaborative anthropology that occurred long before this became a popular activity in the field. Unfortunately, Chase’s maritime plans and sojourn in Mexico were limited by serious illness, and his desire to avoid mainstream society caused him to leave anthropology and the Beat movement behind. 

Finally, although marred by sexist,
 ethnocentric and romanticized ideas (but perhaps not of a degree radically different from the anthropology of the times), the Beat encounter with Mexico represents a meeting between individuals from the outer edges of cultural rebellion against the U.S. status quo and the (often indigenous) peasantry, working class, and underclasses of Mexican society.  The Beats’ travels in Mexico, far from being confined to typical tourist hotels and haunts, involved spontaneous adventurous and risky, dangerous encounters or erotic entanglements with common people, rather than predominantly the elite or cultural brokers of the tourist industry. This was experimental, intense, provocative living and it was immediately written up in notebooks, converted to novels and poetry. The result of this direct, fresh reportage may lack the depth of long-term fieldwork but makes up for that defect in the poetic richness and intuitive insight of prose. If so, then, maybe bohemia, as manifested in the Beat writers, can offer compelling insights into the construction of anthropological texts about the troubled encounter of Western, U.S. culture with its self-described Others in Mexico and elsewhere.

� For discussions of bohemia, see Gold (1993) and Powers (2000). For a classic treatment of the emerging Beat ethos, see Mailer (1957). 


� The book editions used as sources for this paper are mostly recent paperbacks (i.e., what I have at my disposal in remote El Paso, Texas), especially from Grove Press and Penguin. Specialists are encouraged to consult the original editions. 


� For a review of recent scholarship concerned with the Beats, see Hemmer (2001).


� Important precursors to the Beats in terms of Western fascination with Mexico include D.H. Lawrence and Aldous Huxley. Malcolm Lowry, while contemporaneous with the Beat writers, did not cross paths with them to any significant extent. His work, nonetheless, deals with aspects of Mexican life that were of great interest to the Beats: cantinas, village life, mysticism, indigenous culture, etc. The later writings of Carlos Castaneda also cover some of this territory and efface the line between creative and scientific writing.


� While visiting Karena Shields in the Chiapas jungle, Ginsberg had numerous fieldwork-like adventures including exploring remote villages, active volcanoes, and sacred caves. He also built drums, one seventeen-feet high, and communed amply with local villagers (Miles 1989: 159-166).  In a later, self-critical moment, reminiscent of reflexive anthropology, Ginsberg wrote of his Chiapas adventures: “God, what naivete, my behavior then”...”Wiring New York thinking I’d discovered a giant earthquake and cave. On that basis I inadvertently conned the folks of that village to put me up for a week, doing nothing but wandering around emptyheaded and lost” (Miles 1989:509).


� For a critique of essentialist Western discourses about non-Western cultures, see Said (1978). For a discussion of Western romantic visions of non-Western worlds, see Torgovnick (1997). For critiques of U.S. scholarship concerned with Latin America, see Mignolo (2000) and De la Campa (1999).


�  In a richly evocative passage, Eric Wolf [1974:11] (1964) commented on the romantic impulse in anthropology:


“Both humanist and anthropologist have shared a wish to escape from the reality that surrounds them; both have attempted transcendence.”... “The anthropologist,  too,  has sought escape and transcendence. He has escaped from the humdrum world of his civilization to walk among headhunters, cannibals, and peyote-worshippers, to concern himself with talking drums,  magic, and divine kings.  Anthropology has thus shared in the wider characteristics of romanticism that, in Hoxie Fairchild’s words, “arises from a desire to find the supernatural within the natural, or in other words, to achieve an emotionally satisfying fusion of the real and the unreal, the obvious and the mysterious. “ Thanks to Joe Heyman, a student of Wolf, for directing me to this passage. 


� The nadir of this kind of goofiness, in my opinion, is Ferlinghetti’s reference to himself as “Puncho Villa” (gag!) (Ferlinghetti 1970: 1).


� Burroughs’ writings are also filled with bad Spanish. For a discussion of the uses and abuses of the Spanish language by gringos in the Southwest, see Hill (1993).


� Kerouac’s misogyny is well known. Even though he claimed to love “Tristessa” (Esperanza Villanueva), his junkie prostitute girlfriend in Mexico City, Kerouac did little to relieve her poverty and physical suffering and even had somewhat less than consensual sex with her as she lay in a sickly drug-induced stupor. Nicosia (1994: 477) notes, “What he fell in love with, doubtless, was her suffering”... Kerouac (1995:275), himself, describes feeling in a Mexican whorehouse that “Here I am completely free as an animal in a crazy Oriental barn.”


Nicosia (1994:200) also observes vis-a-vis “Terry”  (Bea Franco) that “In a very ruthless way he [Kerouac] was just having an experience.” However, Kerouac does demonstrate strong feelings for “Terry” in On the Road (1976: 101) when a white farmer in California asks him whether he was “going with that little Mexican floozy” and he defensively replies, “She’s a very nice girl.”


� According to Ginsberg (1993: 424), Kerouac’s vision of Mexico probed deep into the essence of the culture unlike the average, ignorant tourist. He claimed that Kerouac “saw all space universe whilst he entered Mexico Border, unlike 1948’s bewildered materialist “typical” tourist in Aircondition Nightmare—he saw all primitive Mexic space as Primordial Place.”


� I thank Rob Johnson for his insights about the Beat writers and Mexico.  Of Kerouac and his adventures in Mexico, Johnson (pers. comm.) writes:


“What other American writer in early 1950s could jump across the border at Nogales, immediately hook up with a Mexican hipster kid, end up that night smoking opium with a curandero, and be cured of his hangover the next morning by the local pepper soup offered him by the Mexican villagers? Mailer envied Kerouac becauase Kerouac actually lived the life guys like Mailer wrote about. He was truly special in that respect.”


� One wonders what might have come of Kerouac’s intention, at one point, of writing a historical novel about the Zapotec civilization based on the archaeology of Monte Alban and including sex orgies that he claims were a regular part of indigenous religious rituals (Charters, ed. 1995:  575-576).


� I would like to thank Duncan Earle for his helpful comments on this section of the paper. I also thank David Kisela, David Stemper, David Tavarez for their assistance.


� Kerouac felt that he instinctively identified with Mexicans because of his strong Catholic religious beliefs and his partial Indian ancestry (Nicosia 1994).  Amram (2002:33) recounts a conversation with Kerouac in which the author discusses some of his writings about Mexico:


“Those are some poems, Davey, about Mexico. They deal with the past, way before me, and my recent sojourn there, and with the ancient spirits of the Mexican Indians. I could hear their voices in my dreams at night, speaking in Toltec when I was there. I thought I could feel the spirit of my Iroquois Indian forbears in Canada who married Frenchmen.” 


� While stoned on pot in Mexico City Kerouac felt that that the streets of the Mexican capital resembled those of his American hometown (Lowell, Massachusetts), an image he played with in the book Dr. Sax  (1959) that ends with the Mexican origin myth of the eagle with a serpent in its mouth transposed onto Lowell. The book’s last line (p. 245) is “written in Mexico City, Tenochtitlan, 1952 Ancient Capital of Azteca.” The essential unity of humanity is a recurring theme in Kerouac’s writing.  


� I thank James Grauerholz for his generous help with the details of Burroughs’ travels and countless other aspects of Burroughs’ life. 


� According to Mesoamerican archaeologist Marc Thompson, Burroughs’ paper (actually it appears to be an essay exam written for Bernal) demonstrates that the writer had a strong command of the archaeology of the Mexican tropical lowlands.


� For insights into life in and around Mexico City College (MCC) in the 1950s I am indebted to James Grauerholz for sending me a collection of web page excerpts of writings about MCC by prestigious alumni.


� My thanks to James Grauerholtz for sharing with me his “Harvard Readings” from a class he teaches at the University of Kansas that deals with intellectual influences on Burroughs.


� If postmodern ethnographers and the heirs of Writing Culture could only write with the grace of “real” writers like Kerouac and Burroughs, their work would be much more effective and appealing, instead of being the apotheosis of dense jargon.


� Burroughs’ Maya obsession is also elaborated on in Ah Pook is Here and Other Texts (1982). Cities of the Red Night (1981) is another Burroughs book with extensive Mexico material. 


� For the sake of clarity, I have corrected a number of minor mistakes or typos in Chase’s letters. My deepest gratitude to Chris Lintz for his assistance with the life of Hal Chase, including sharing numerous Chase letters with me.


� For a powerful critique of the deleterious effects of political correctness on scholarship, academic freedom, and the quality of life in academia, see Klein (2002).


� For an affirmation of hedonistic, bohemian fieldwork, see Campbell (2001).


� For a discussion of much-neglected female Beats and their writings (including many dealing with Mexico), see Knight (2000).
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