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If China's literary critics were put in charge of organizing a tea for their
country's greatest poets of the past, Cold Mountain would not be on
many invitation lists. Yet no other poet occupies the altars of China's tem-
ples and shrines, where his statue often stands alongside immortals and
bodhisattvas. He is equally revered in Korea and Japan. And when Jack
Kerouac dedicated The Dharma Bums to him in 1958, Cold Mountain be-
came the guardian angel of a generation of Westerners as well.
    In trying to explain the reason for such high regard in the face of
official disdain, I am reminded of the literary judgment of Wang An-shih
(1021-1086).Wang was one of the most famous prime ministers in Chi-
nese history. He was also one of his country's greatest writers, and Cold
Mountain was his favorite poet. Among the series of nineteen poems he
wrote in imitation, this is number seven:

         I have read ten thousand books
         and plumbed the truths beneath the sky
         those who know know themselves
         no one trusts a fool
         how rare the idle man of Tao
         up there three miles high
         he alone has found the source
         and thinks of going nowhere else

    Wang thought that a poem or essay should do more than impress and
entertain us with its style. It should possess and convey some moral or
spiritual value. While Wang enjoyed the elegance and erudition displayed
by China's more established poets, he preferred the sanctuary of Cold
Mountain's simpler, more unpretentious poems. Unfortunately, China's
literary judges did not share Wang's sympathetic appreciation, and Cold
Mountain's three hundred surviving poems did not become part of the
official literary canon until nearly a thousand years after they were written.
    Prime Minister Wang, however, was not alone. The great Neo-Confu-
cian poet and philosopher Chu Hsi (1130-1200) was so concerned about
their reprinting, he asked his Buddhist friend Abbot Chih-nan to make



                                                                             3
sure the characters were big enough for an old man to read. And so, Cold
Mountain's poems have been passed down to us by those who valued
honesty, humor, and insight into the human condition above literary
refinement.
     Still, despite the continued interest in his poems, Cold Mountain's
identity has remained a mystery. He called himself Han-shan, or Cold
Mountain, after the cave he chose for his home. The cave is located in
Chekiang province at the base of Hanyen, or Cold Cliff, a two-day walk
from the East China Sea. It's actually more of a huge overhang than a cave.
Roughly sixty meters across, thirty meters deep, and ten meters high, it
faces south toward the course of the sun and the moon. Even now, Cold
Mountain's old home attracts few visitors. In May of 1989 and again in
 October of 1991, Layman Fang of Kuoching Temple arranged for a mo-
 torized rickshaw to take me and two friends there. Although it was only
 thirty-five kilometers, it took nearly an hour and a half to reach, such was
 the condition of what passed for a road.
     An old farmer whose wife had died and whose children had grown up
 and moved away had built
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