








Jack London, center, with (left to right): George Sterling, Jimmy Hopper, Charmian London,

Alice MacGowan, Grace MacGowan Cooke, Carrie Sterling

THE ABALONE SONG GOES ON
Editor:
In 1905, the poet George Sterling, one of
the founders of the Bohemian Club­
which once really was a stronghold of Bo­
hemians-built a house "on a knoll at the
edge of a large pine forest half a mile from
the town of Carmel," according to Franklin
Walker, in his book Seacoast of Bohemia,
published by the Book Club of California
in 1966, and by Peregrine Smith in 1973.

Sterling had a wide friendship among
the artists and writers of his time-Mary
Austin, Jack London, Ambrose Bierce, and
Arnold Genthe, to name but four. Another
of his contemporaries, Stanford professor
Vernon Kellogg, who built a house not far
from Sterling's at about the same time,
once described him as "the proton which
attracted the electrons at Carmel parties."

"One day Sterling and his friends took
55 sacks (!) of abalone in a few hours,"
Walker wrote. "There was really a feast
that night. Already the Abalone Song was
being composed as a sort of folk venture, a
gay ditty started by Sterling and added to
by many visitors. Custom demanded that
it invariably be chanted while the tough
abalone meat was pounded to its rhythm.

"Oh! some folks boast of quail on toast,
Because they think it's tony;
But I'm content to owe my rent
And live on abalone.

"Some stick to biz, some flirt with Liz
Down on the sands of Coney
But we, by hell, stay in Carmel
And whang the abalone."

You may already have stumbled upon a
verse of the Abalone Song in Jack Lon­
don's 1913 novel The Valley of the Moon, in
which Sterling, portrayed as "Mark Hall,"
sings:

"The more we take, the more they make
In deep sea matrimony
Race suicide cannot betide
The fertile abalone."
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(In 1972, Walker commented that this
stanza seemed particularly ironic "now
that the colorful shellfish has become so
rare because of the over-fishing of the
area.")

Also taken with the Abalone Song was
William Rose Benet, another of the Ster­
ling coterie. In his autobiographical poem
"The Dust Which Is God," Sterling ap­
pears as "Starr Gorham," while Benet,
"Larry Harris," teeters on barnacled rocks
and cackles:

"He he he
wanders free
beside the sea
where every crab's a crony
he flaps his wings
and madly sings-
the plaintive abalone."

Benet describes the festive times at
Carmel in great detail, as does Arnold
Genthe, better known for his photographic
portraits.

Friends tell me that the number of vers­
es easily reached more than fifty. My son
Jock, a diver, can recall only three:

He lives in caves beneath the waves
On shorelines cold and stony.
And so 'tis shown that faith alone
Reveals the abalone.

Some can't cope, some live on hope,
And some on alimony.

But my tom cat grows nice and fat
On tender abalone.

To show my wit I'll transmit
By Morse or by Marcone.
But should the need for speed arise,
I'll send an abalone.

Do you have a verse or two of the
Abalone Song rattling around in your
memory, or in letters or literary reminis­
cences? If you do, please send a copy, to­
gether with its provenance, to me, c/o
California Coast & Ocean. It would be fun to
have all of this "folk venture" recorded.

Thank you.
Margot Patterson Doss

Editor's Note: Margot Doss is currently
writing a murder mystery. With a little
coaxing, she confessed that she has been
helpless against a stream of new abalone
verses that interrupt her work as she
strolls along the shore near her home.
Here's a sample:

They flocked to shores in the
Great Outdoors

To dive for abalone.
That treasure rare is now picked bare,
So stay home and eat spumone.

o there are jills who get their thrills
At malls or at Moscone.
But my big raves are for the caves
That hide the abalone.



ASHORELINE MYSTERY

I
N JANUARY OF 1990, HUNDREDS of smooth and powerful creatures invaded a
charming and well known coastal city in California. Their loud bellowing roars and
distinct and unpleasant smell had a strong impact along a popular waterfront. They

claimed territory and caused some property damage. Their untranslatable language
could be heard great distances.

Overwhelmed and intimidated by their landing, officials did not know what to do.
The solution was to surrender the territory occupied by the creatures, some of whom
weighed 700 pounds.

Now these creatures attract crowds of tourists who marvel at their ability to pursue
their accustomed laid-back life style in these urban surroundings. Some visitors have
noted a resemblance between the creatures and themselves, or other people they
know: they are not unlike couch potatoes.

Who are these noisome creatures? Where did all this happen? Write us the answer and
you win a free subscription to California Coast & Ocean. We will reveal all the facts in
the next issue.
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