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Zen and Now  by Mark Richardson is a vivid chronicle of a 
journalist’s heartfelt and determined journey to re connect with a 
beloved American classic.  
 
The 1970’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inqui ry into 
Values  has touched whole generations of readers with its powerful 
blend of personal narrative and philosophical inves tigation 
culminating in an attempt to define “quality”. It w as written over 4 
years after Robert Pirsig and his eleven-year-old s on, Chris, made their 
1968 cross-country motorcycle trip from Minneapolis  to San Francisco.  
 
Among the millions to be intriguied by the book was  Canadian Mark 
Richardson,  who as a young man was challenged by Pirsig’s 
provocative and elusive ideas. Rereading the book d ecades later, 
Richardson, now a writer and father of two, was mov ed by its portrayal 
of Pirsig’s complex relationship with his son Chris  and struck by the 
timelessness of its lessons. 

 

So in Zen and Now  Richardson tuned up his old Suzuki dirt bike and b ecame a “Pirsig 
pilgrim,” one of the legion of fans who retrace the  Pirsigs’ route from Minneapolis to San Francisco. 
Following Pirsig’s itinerary over the lonely byways  of the American West, Richardson revisits the 
people and places from Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance , pondering the meaning of 
Pirsig’s philosophy and the answers it may offer to  the questions in his own life. Richardson’s 
reporting also gives new insight into the reclusive  writer’s life, exploring Pirsig’s struggle with me ntal 
illness, his unwanted celebrity, and the tragic, mu rder of his son in 1979. 
 

MARK RICHARDSON is the editor of the Wheels section  of the  Toronto Star . He turned forty-two at 
the end of his journey, which he amusingly explains  is the “meaning of life,” according the 
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy . Zen and Now  is his first book. He lives in Toronto. Visit him at 
www.zenandnow.org   
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More About Mark Richardson + Q&A  
In 1985, Mark Richardson quit a dead-end job and sp ent a year traveling around North America on 
his motorcycle – a Suzuki DR600 – before embarking on a journalism degree at Ryerson University. 
After summer jobs as a newspaper reporter in Erin, Ontario and Regina, he joined the Ottawa 
Citizen where he became a senior feature writer. 
 
Mark took a year away from the Citizen in 1992 to complete a government-sponsored journali sm 
fellowship to research the depletion of Africa’s ra inforest. The pull to Africa was great enough that 
he eventually quit his job in Ottawa to become an a id worker. After experiencing the horrors of 
Rwanda’s genocide, he set up a media relations offi ce for Care Canada and Care International, 
based in Kenya and responsible for Central and East ern Africa. Here, he worked with journalists 
from every medium and every country. After leaving Care, he stayed in Africa to become an 
independent researcher and fixer; his research for the 1997 documentary Rwanda: Chronicle of a 
Genocide Foretold was recognized when it won first place that year at  Toronto’s Hot Docs festival. 
 
After leaving Africa, Mark worked for two years in the UK – the country where he was born – as a 
producer for WTN, an international TV wire news age ncy. But his first love is writing and newspaper 
journalism, and in 1998 he returned to Canada to wo rk as an editor for the Toronto Star . His titles 
there have included assistant features editor, Nati onal Report editor and Opinions editor, but 
throughout his career at the paper, he has written a weekly column in its Wheels section – the 
largest automotive publication in North America. 
 
For the first four years, Mark wrote a column about  motorcycles, which was so popular that he 
twice won the national motorcycle industry’s MAX aw ard for Motorcycle Writer of the Year, and 
was once named Motorcyclist of the Year. Since then , Mark has been the editor of the entire 
Wheels section; he takes the time from administrati on and production to write regular columns and 
feature stories on diverse automotive subjects, but  his first love will always be motorcycles. 
 
He lives in Toronto with his wife and two children.   
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Questions and Answers with Mark Richardson, author of Zen and Now  
 
Q: When did you first read Zen and the Art o f Motorcycle Maintenance ? 
A: I started reading it as a teenager in the late ’ 70s, which would have been just a few years after i t 
came out – my aunt had a copy and I thought it woul d be about motorcycles. I only got about 50 
pages in before I gave it up. I think a lot of peop le have started to read it, but never finished it. It 
can get quite heavy in places. 
 
Q: You mention that it took you three rounds of rea ding Zen and the Art to really enjoy and “get” it, 
and this was when you were 40 and a father. Why do you think this is?  
A: The first time, I wanted to read about motorcycl es and discovered fairly quickly that it wasn’t 
really about motorcycles – it just used a motorcycl e trip as a framework for its philosophical treatis e. 
The second time was in university 10 years later wh en I got about half-way through, reading it for its  
philosophy and trying to follow every nuance of rhe toric and not really succeeding. The third time 
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was on a family vacation in the summer of 2003 and I picked it up because I just wanted a book 
to read. This time, I didn’t really try too hard to  follow its philosophy and just skipped over the he avy 
bits. I finished reading it on my 41st birthday, ly ing in a hammock beside a lake. When I got to the 
end, I immediately started reading it again from th e beginning, not skipping over anything, and 
enjoyed it immensely. It wasn’t such a dense read b ecause I’d already laid the groundwork for 
what to expect. And as a husband and father who was  dissatisfied with the chaos of family life, I 
found it to be a refreshing and gratifying read. 
 
Q: There are many other people who have followed th e route from Minneapolis to San Francisco 
which Robert Pirsig took in Zen and the Art . They even have a special name: Pirsig Pilgrims. A re you 
the first person to record the journey this way? An d where did the idea for this book come from? 
A: The people who follow this route all do so for v ery personal reasons. I’m no exception. Before I se t 
out, I’d hoped there may be a book at the end of it  and so I kept detailed notes, but first and 
foremost, I made the road trip because I hoped it w ould help in some way to redirect my life into a 
more interesting direction. As well, I had wanderlu st after years of not traveling while raising a 
young family, and I just wanted to get away for a w hile, as I’d done 19 years before on essentially 
the same motorcycle. Lying in that hammock on my 41 st birthday – a small moment of peace in 
the tumult of a family vacation – the prospect of a  long, solitary motorcycle road trip seemed 
fabulous. Others have written about their trip – th ere are some websites that include journal entries 
in a number of different languages, but I don’t kno w of any books actually being written. 
 
Q: In Zen and Now , you list all the items you’re traveling with, inc luding your laptop. Did you use it 
much? Pirsig was interested in how our culture rela tes to technology, but he was writing in a 
mechanical age. Does Zen and the Art have anything to teach us about computer technology  and 
mobile communications—digital technologies which we re not much a part of the world Pirsig is 
writing about? 
A: I turned on my laptop every evening, but most ni ghts found that all I did was download photos 
from my camera. More often than not there was no In ternet connection at the cheaper places 
where I was staying. I also took a Palm Pilot that I never used, and a cell phone that never worked. 
They just all took a back seat to the basic mechani cs of traveling. The irony is that it turned out to  
be very similar to Robert Pirsig’s trip – I wrote p ostcards and relied on payphones – but if Pirsig we re 
traveling now, he’d have taken a far better compute r and relied on it much more. He was a 
computer geek before the term was coined, and one o f the lessons of Zen and the Art is that we 
could spare ourselves much of the confusion and fru stration caused by technology by 
understanding it better and learning how to use it properly. 
 
Q: The trip described in Zen and the Art originally happened in 1968. Yet, in 2008, it’s str iking that 
you encountered a similar level of friendliness and  hospitality on your trek that Robert Pirsig did on  
his. How do you explain this? 
A: People don’t change that quickly, and the values  of the American Midwest are as strong today 
as they were 40 years ago. As well, I was riding a motorcycle and that’s about the best icebreaker 
there is on a journey. Not everyone approves, but i f you’re polite and respectful of others, most will  
go out of their way to assist a traveler. 
 
Q: You did a lot of research and reporting on Rober t Pirsig’s life before and after Zen and the Art . Did 
you learn anything about him that gave you more ins ight into his philosophy?  
A: I learned a lot about him, including that he is a man who has faced many challenges in his life, 
and grown to overcome them. He lost his mind; his m arriage collapsed; his son was murdered. He’s 
far from perfect, yet he’s essentially a good man w ho diagnosed and wrote beautifully about the 
root causes of society’s overall dissatisfaction. A nd although he achieved both fame and fortune, 
he didn’t really want either. He just wanted – stil l wants – to be understood. 
 
Q: Robert Pirsig is famously reclusive, and yet ZEN  AND NOW contains a great deal of fascinating 
biographical information. Did he co-operate with yo ur research? 
A: Yes and no. I wrote to him a number of times and  he always replied promptly and courteously, 
though never at any length. He read two early manus cripts and commented on them briefly. 
Toward the end, when I was asking some tough questi ons, he was clearly fed up with the whole 
thing and provided only minimal answers intended to  shut me off. I don’t blame him – he’s spent 
the last three decades being hounded by people and he just wants his book to stand on its own. As 
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recently as last year, he had to call the police to  forcibly remove a stalker who’d come over from 
Europe to find him. He asked me to be careful in my  book to not reveal details that would help 
such people, and I was happy to comply with that. 
 
Q: Have you ever met Robert Pirsig?  
A: No, though I still hope to one day, if only to s hake his hand and thank him for his inspiration. At  
the very beginning, he wrote to me that “the best p lace to meet an author is on the pages of his 
book,” and he’s probably right. But he may change h is mind about meeting me. When he learned 
that Knopf was to publish ZEN AND NOW, he wrote me a very supportive letter of congratulations 
and told me that “ Zen and the Art also took four years to write … so now you know wha t it’s like.” 
 
Q: You write: “Just as readers who like motorcycles  are attracted to Pirsig’s book, so are readers 
who appreciate Zen. And both sides are often disapp ointed that Zen and the Art isn’t really about 
either motorcycles or Zen. But then Pirsig states t his clearly up front.” If the book is not about 
motorcycles or Zen, and it’s inspired generations o f Americans, what—in your opinion—is it about? 
A: Boiled right down, Pirsig’s book is about recogn izing that if a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing  
well; don’t rush through things but take the time a nd effort to consider life and how to improve it fo r 
yourself. This philosophy combines elements of Zen principles with the ancient Greek search for 
betterment, and gives it all a modern context to ad d relevance to our lives. And when I thought 
about it and applied it to my own busy life, filled  beyond the brim with work and family, I found it’s  
as relevant now as it was 40 years ago. 
 
Q: The trip you take in ZEN AND NOW seems to coinci de with some of your own reflective thoughts 
on being a husband and a father. How has your world  changed, if at all, since you wrote the book? 
A: Most things haven’t changed that much, although I think I’m a more careful mechanic now. I’m 
still busy at work and home – too busy, really – an d always appreciate everything I have; I lived and 
worked as an aid worker in Africa for a while, and that was the real life-changing experience that 
taught me to value everything around me. The major change, though, is that I shook off the 
discontent that I’d blamed on my wife and children for tying me down and restricting my ambitions; 
this journey helped me to recognize that my various  anxieties were really more of my own making, 
and I’m now more satisfied with being a husband and  father. In fact, it gives me a great deal of 
satisfaction that just wasn’t there before. 
 
Q: You’re a motorcycle and auto editor and writer f or the Toronto Star. What’s next for you now? 
A: I still love taking motorcycle trips, both short  ones and long ones, and there are more of those 
planned. I’ve put Jackie New, my dirt bike from ZEN  AND NOW, into semi-retirement and bought a 
Harley-Davidson Low Rider, which is considerably mo re comfortable but still fun to ride. I bought a 
cruiser mostly because I want to start travelling w ith one or the other of my sons, and I don’t want 
to rush an experience like that. My eldest son, And rew, is now 11 years old, the same age as Chris 
Pirsig in Zen and the Art , and we have a week-long trip on the bike to New Y ork City planned for 
this summer. Then next summer, in 2009, Andrew and I want to ride to Los Angeles – I want to show 
him the prairie and the desert and the mountains, w hich he’s never seen, and share the moments 
with him.  
 
Q: If you had to pick one favorite moment or experi ence from your trip, what would it be? 
A: When you read ZEN AND NOW, you see that each day  of the journey has high points and low 
points – it was never boring. But if I choose just one moment, it would be reaching Hwy 101 in 
California, just after crossing the state line from  Oregon. It was the closing of a circle for me: 19 
years before, I’d ridden my dirt bike on a giant lo op from home that had taken me all the way to 
Alaska, and then I’d headed south all the way to Sa n Diego and into Mexico. That was the trip I’d 
remembered so fondly while lying in the hammock, an d that was what I’d wanted to prove to 
myself could be repeated. When I reached Hwy. 101 a  few miles east of Crescent City, probably 5 
minutes before finally seeing the Pacific Ocean, I was closing the circle and back on the old road 
of my youth. As well, I was just a day away from re aching my goal on that overloaded old dirt bike 
and it all finally seemed possible. I didn’t know, of course, what would happen to me in the 
California redwoods the next day. 
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