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			Introduction

			Did you know . . . 

			•	Jack Kerouac’s first draft of his landmark 1957 novel, On the Road—typed on a 120-foot scroll of tracing paper—was purchased by Indianapolis Colts owner Jim Irsay in 2001 for $2.43 million? 

			•	Not only did author William S. Burroughs’s grandfather perfect the adding machine, leading to the eventual creation of the Burroughs Corporation, but his uncle, Ivy Lee, is today considered the “Father of Public Relations”?

			•	Speaking at the 1960 Republican convention in Chicago, former President Herbert Hoover denounced the “communist front, and the beatniks and the eggheads” for destroying the social fabric of the country?

			•	The star-studded lineup at the famous hippie gathering known as the Human Be-In in 1967 featured not only Timothy Leary but also influential Beat Generation writers Allen Ginsberg, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gary Snyder, and Michael McClure?

			•	Neal Cassady’s long-lost, stream-of-consciousness-style “Joan Anderson Letter,” which strongly influenced the writing style of On the Road, was discovered in a neglected box of stored documents from a defunct publishing firm in the fall of 2014?

			These fascinating tidbits and thousands of others can be discovered throughout The Beat Generation FAQ, a comprehensive, informative, and entertaining look at the offbeat personalities and cutting-edge works that shaped this fascinating cultural and literary movement that was born in the 1940s, took shape in the early 1950s, skyrocketed into the national consciousness in the late 1950s, and helped spawn the hippie counterculture in the 1960s. 

			Disillusioned with the repression and conformity encompassing post–World War II life in the United States, the Beats actively sought more creative alternatives to the mind-numbing banality of modern culture. Beat Generation writers were no strangers to controversy: Both Allen Ginsberg’s landmark, prophetic poem, “Howl” (1956), and Burroughs’s groundbreaking novel, Naked Lunch (1959), led to obscenity trials, while On the Road was blamed by the establishment for corrupting the nation’s youth and continues to this day to serve as a beacon of hipster culture and the bohemian lifestyle. In fact, the Beat Generation as a whole served to extend a collective “fuck you” to the establishment with their controversial works and even more contentious lifestyles.

			The Beats shared a vision for the creation of a new type of literature, one that escaped the boundaries of academia (and the formalism evident in the modernist poetry of such luminaries as T. S. Eliot) and used a more natural language forged by the inspiration of the spontaneity and improvisational nature of jazz music and abstract expressionism (a style of writing Kerouac labeled “spontaneous prose”). In order to find greater meaning in life, Beat Generation writers experimented not only with language but also with spirituality, art, drugs, sexuality, and unconventional lifestyles.

			Although the movement as a whole flamed out quickly in the early 1960s—replaced by the onset of the hippie counterculture—the Beat Generation definitely staked its claim on the nation’s consciousness and has had a long-lasting influence on a variety of artistic and cultural spheres, as highlighted in The Beat Generation FAQ. Interest in the Beat Generation continues to be strong with the recent releases of such Beat-related feature films as Howl (2010), Big Sur (2013), On the Road (2013), and Kill Your Darlings (2013).

			I first discovered the Beat Generation as a teenager after reading the influential 1980 Jim Morrison biography, No One Here Gets Out Alive, which listed works that had influenced “The Lizard King,” such as On the Road. So after reading On the Road three times straight through, I turned to Naked Lunch and other key works of the Beat Generation, as well as several biographies of Kerouac and Burroughs. I moved on to other writers influenced by the Beats, such as Ken Kesey, and ended up writing my college senior thesis, “The American Romance Tradition in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest,” on this topic.

			During my college break in the summer of 1988, I found myself painting houses in Boston and was fortunate enough to attend “An Evening of Poetry and Music to Honor Jack Kerouac” in the author’s hometown of Lowell, Massachusetts, a lively event that featured poetry reading and music by Ginsberg, Ferlinghetti, Robert Creeley, Michael McClure, and keyboardist Ray Manzarek of the Doors, along with several local poets. It was rather jolting to witness Ginsberg, who had sported a scruffy beard and beads during the height of the counterculture, take the stage in a suit and tie like some Madison Avenue ad executive—but when the poet launched into an inspired reading of “Howl,” it was easy to imagine the amazing impact the landmark poem had made when it was first unleashed on American society at the Six Gallery Reading in San Francisco in 1955.

			Fast forward more than twenty-five years to the summer of 2014, as my wife and I traveled across the country to San Francisco and stayed at the Beat-inspired Hotel Bohème in the heart of bustling North Beach, the famous Beat Generation enclave during the 1950s. As we wandered the streets of North Beach, evidence of the Beat Generation’s legacy was everywhere, from City Lights Bookstore and Vesuvio Café to Jack Kerouac Alley and Caffe Trieste, as well as the incredible Beat Museum.

			As we made the arduous “trek” up Grant Avenue toward Bob Kaufman Alley near Coit Tower, I got to thinking about how new generations of young readers, writers, and adventurers continually receive inspiration and guidance from the Beat writers who once roamed these streets and raised hell in these bars. Truly, the Beat Generation endures. As Ken Kesey has remarked, “We have to keep this little flame going and pass it on. All it takes is one person.” If you are reading this sentence right now and want to delve headlong into the Beat Generation, that person could be you.

		

	
		
			1
Angelheaded Hipsters

			Major Figures of the Beat Generation

			The Beat Generation consisted of a group of creative individuals from a variety of diverse backgrounds who shared common interests but had extremely diverse writing styles. In addition to the literary giants of the Beat Generation—Jack Kerouac (On the Road), Allen Ginsberg (“Howl”), and William S. Burroughs (Naked Lunch)—several other individuals made important contributions, such as Neal Cassady, the inspiration for “Dean Moriarty” in On the Road; “Rimbaudian Beat muse” Lucien Carr, who introduced Kerouac, Ginserg, and Burroughs to each other; ex-con Gregory Corso, the youngest of the Beat writers; Lawrence Ferlinghetti, the “elder statesman” of the Beat Generation and cofounder of City Lights Bookstore; John Clellon Holmes, author of the first Beat novel, Go (1952); Herbert Huncke, Times Square denizen who introduced the word “beat” to the group; and Gary Snyder, the so-called “Poet Laureate of Deep Ecology.”

			Jack Kerouac (1922–69)

			Allen Ginsberg once referred to Jack Kerouac as the “new Buddha of American prose.” Kerouac was born Jean-Louis Lebris de Kerouac on March 12, 1922, to working-class Catholic, French-Canadian parents Gabrielle and Leo Kerouac in Lowell, Massachusetts. Tragically, Kerouac’s older brother, Gerard, died at the age of nine of rheumatic fever in 1926, a definitive event the author would later chronicle in his 1963 novel, Visions of Gerard. Kerouac, who didn’t learn to speak English fluently until he was six years old (his nickname was “Ti Jean,” or “Little Jean”), also had an older sister named Caroline (“Nin”). A gifted high school athlete in both track and football, Kerouac scored the winning touchdown in a legendary game against Lawrence dubbed the “Turkey Day Classic” on Thanksgiving Day 1938. Kerouac’s high school sweetheart, Mary Carney, was later immortalized in his 1959 novel, Maggie Cassidy.  

			Kerouac’s early literary influences included Thomas Wolfe (Look Homeward, Angel), Walt Whitman (Leaves of Grass), Jack London (The Call of the Wild), and Mark Twain (Huckleberry Finn). Kerouac attended Columbia University briefly on a football scholarship. At Columbia, Kerouac met Allen Ginsberg and William S. Burroughs through their mutual friend Lucien Carr. During World War II, Kerouac served briefly in the merchant marine (he wrote an early novel based on his experiences called The Sea Is My Brother) and US Navy. Between 1947 and 1950, Kerouac and Neal Cassady made a series of cross-country trips that would serve as the basis for his most popular novel, On the Road (1957).
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					Often referred to as the “Father of the Beat Generation,” Jack Kerouac published an immense body of work, including On the Road (1957), the defining work of the Beat movement. 

					Photo by John Cohen/Courtesy of Getty Images

				

			

			A true literary icon, Kerouac published an immense body of work, including the Wolfe-inspired The Town and the City (1950) and On the Road (1957), the defining work of the Beat Generation, which features such classic lines as “the only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time.” Upon the publication of On the Road, Kerouac became a celebrity overnight. According to his good friend, the author John Clellon Holmes, Kerouac “didn’t object to being famous, but he realized he wasn’t famous—he was notorious.” Indeed, most critics from that moment on focused on Kerouac’s novels as part of a social movement instead of considering the essence of the writing itself.

			Other major writings in Kerouac’s so-called “Duluoz Legend” (his fictional alter ego was known as “Jack Duluoz”) include The Dharma Bums (1958), The Subterraneans (1958), Doctor Sax (1959), Maggie Cassidy (1959), Big Sur (1962), and Desolation Angels (1965). Kerouac famously remarked, “My work comprises one vast book like Proust’s . . . seen through the eys of poor Ti Jean (me), otherwise known as Jack Duluoz.” Kerouac also wrote books of poetry, most popularly Mexico City Blues (1959), which is made up of 242 “choruses.”

			Kerouac was married three times: to Edie Parker, to Joan Haverty (who gave birth to his only child, Jan Kerouac), and to Stella Sampas. Kerouac died on October 21, 1969, in St. Petersburg, Florida, of a gastrointestinal hemorrhage after years of excessive drinking. Kerouac is buried in Edson Cemetery in his hometown of Lowell. His epitaph reads, “He Honored Life.” A new granite marker was added to the gravesite in 2014 with the inscription “The Road is Life” from On the Road.

			Essential Reading: The Town and the City (1950), On the Road (1957), The Dharma Bums (1958), The Subterraneans (1958), Doctor Sax (1959), Maggie Cassidy (1959), Mexico City Blues (1959), Tristessa (1960), Big Sur (1962), Desolation Angels (1965), Vanity of Duluoz (1968), Visions of Cody (1972).

			Allen Ginsberg (1926–97)

			“Under the burden of solitude, under the burden of dissatisfaction . . . the weight of the world is love.” An innovative and highly influential poet best known for his epic, “Howl,” one of the principal works of the Beat Generation, Ginsberg served as a major advocate of the other Beat writers. According to fellow poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti, “There wouldn’t have been any Beat Generation without Allen Ginsberg, who, besides being a genius poet, was a genius publicist.” In On the Road, Jack Kerouac called Ginsberg (“Carlo Marx”) “the sorrowful poetic con-man with the dark mind.” Irwin Allen Ginsberg was born on June 3, 1926, in Newark, New Jersey, to Naomi and Louis Ginsberg, second-generation Russian-Jewish immigrants. An active member of the Communist Party, Naomi struggled with mental illness for most of her life, while Louis was a high school English teacher and published poet. Eugene, Ginsberg’s older brother, was named after labor agitator Eugene V. Debs. Ginsberg first discovered Walt Whitman as a student at East Side High School in Newark, and the so-called “Bard of Democracy” remained a major influence throughout his life (he later paid tribute to Whitman in one of his most memorable poems, “A Supermarket in California”).

			An above-average student, Ginsberg received a scholarship from the Young Men’s Hebrew Association of Paterson to Columbia University and studied English under such influential professors as Lionel Trilling, Mark Van Doren, and Raymond Weaver. Through his friendship with Lucien Carr, Ginsberg eventually met Jack Kerouac and William S. Burroughs. In the summer of 1948, Ginsberg had a “Blakean vision,” where he claimed to hear the voice of English Romantic poet William Blake, after which he dedicated his life to poetry. Ginsberg spent eight months at the Columbia Presbyterian Psychiatric Institute. 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					The author of “Howl,” one of the landmark works of the Beat Generation, Allen Ginsberg later became a major figure in the 1960s counterculture movement, as well as a leading advocate of other Beat writers.

                    Photo by Michiel Hendryckx/Wikimedia Commons

				

			

			In a truly landmark event in the history of American poetry, Ginsberg read his poem “Howl” for the first time at the legendary Six Gallery Reading, which ushered in the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance, on October 7, 1955. The publication of Howl and Other Poems by City Light Publishers (No. 4 in the Pocket Poets Series) resulted in a heavily publicized obscenity trial that turned into a victory for freedom of expression and against censorship. Naomi spent her last years in a series of mental hospitals and endured both electroshock treatments and a lobotomy. She died in Pilgrim State Hospital in 1956. Ginsberg wrote one of his greatest works, the long autobiographical poem “Kaddish,” for his mother.

			During the late 1950s, Ginsberg and his lover, Peter Orlovsky, resided in Paris at the “Beat Hotel,” which was home to William S. Burroughs and Gregory Corso, along with a diverse variety of other writers and artists. During the 1960s, Ginsberg served as a bridge between the Beat Generation and the counterculture, diving headlong into the psychedelic movement where he befriended Timothy Leary, Ken Kesey, and the Merry Pranksters. Ginsberg was also at the forefront of the antiwar movement and was arrested in the riots during the notorious 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago. Ginsberg was crowned King of the May by Czech students in Prague on May Day 1965 and was promptly deported by Czech authorities. According to Kenneth Rexroth in his 1971 book American Poetry in the Twentieth Century, “Ginsberg is the only one of his immediate associates who outgrew the nihilistic alienation of the Beat Generation and moved on to the positive counter culture which developed in the Sixties.”

			Ginsberg cofounded with Anne Waldman the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics at the Naropa Institute (a Buddhist university) in Boulder, Colorado, in 1974, the same year he won the National Book Award for his poetry collection The Fall of America: Poems of These States. A member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, Ginsberg was awarded the medal of Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et Lettres by the French Minister of Culture in 1993. A tireless advocate for personal freedom, nonconformity, and the search for enlightenment throughout his entire life, Ginsberg died of liver cancer in New York City on April 5, 1997. He is buried in Gomel Chesed Cemetery in Newark, New Jersey. According to Mikal Gilmore in Stories Done (2009), “As much as Presley, as much as the Beatles, Bob Dylan, or the Sex Pistols, Allen Ginsberg helped set loose something wonderful, risky, and unyielding in the psyche and dreams of our times.”

			Essential Reading: Howl and Other Poems (1956), Kaddish and Other Poems (1961), Reality Sandwiches (1963), The Fall of America: Poems of These States (1972), Death and Fame: Last Poems 1993–1997 (1999).

			William S. Burroughs (1914–97)

			No less than Norman Mailer once declared William S. Burroughs “the only American writer who may be conceivably possessed by genius.” Jack Kerouac referred to Burroughs as “the greatest satirical writer since Jonathan Swift.” Burroughs’s various pseudonyms and nicknames include “William Lee,” “El Hombre Invisible,” “Cosmonaut of Inner Space,” “Godfather of Punk,” and “Elvis of American Letters.” In addition, the so-called “Godmother of Punk,” Patti Smith, dubbed Burroughs “the Father of Heavy Metal.”  

			William Seward Burroughs was born on February 5, 1914, to Laura Lee (the daughter of James Wideman Lee and Emma Eufaula Ledbetter, and a direct descendant of Robert E. Lee) and Mortimer Burroughs in St. Louis, Missouri. He had one brother, Mortimer Burroughs Jr. His grandfather perfected the adding machine, leading to the creation of the Burroughs Adding Machine Company (later known as the Burroughs Corporation). Burroughs later remarked in a 1965 Paris Review interview that “my grandfather . . . didn’t exactly invent the adding machine, but he invented the gimmick that made it work . . . And it gave me a little money, not much, but a little.” In addition, Burroughs’s uncle, Ivy Lee, is today considered the “Father of Modern Public Relations.”

			As a youth, Burroughs attended the Los Alamos Ranch School for Boys. Burroughs’s early literary influences included Jack Black (You Can’t Win), Oswald Spengler (The Decline of the West), Louis-Ferdinand Celine (Journey to the End of the Night), Thomas De Quincey (Confessions of an English Opium Eater), and Alfred Korzybski (Science and Sanity). Burroughs, who reportedly kept a pet ferret in his dorm room, received his bachelor of arts degree in English literature (“for lack of interest in any other subject”) from Harvard University in 1936. In 1937, Burroughs married Ilse Herzfeld Klapper, so she could flee the Nazi regime in Germany.  

			At the onset of World War II, Burroughs tried to join the army but was declared unfit for active duty in 1942. Burroughs spent the World War II years in a series of “strange wartime jobs,” such as bartender, exterminator, reporter, and factory worker. He eventually made his way to New York City, and through Lucien Carr, an old friend from St. Louis, he befriended Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac. In 1944, Burroughs met Times Square hustler Herbert Huncke, rolled drunks in the subway, and became a morphine addict. Burroughs would later figure prominently in several of Kerouac’s novels, including The Town and the City (“Will Dennison”), On the Road (“Old Bull Lee”), The Subterraneans (“Frank Carmody”), Desolation Angels (“Bull Hubbard”), and Vanity of Duluoz (“Wilson Holmes Hubbard”). In 1951, Burroughs accidentally shot and killed his common-law wife, Joan Vollmer, during a drunken William Tell act in Mexico City. In 1953, Ace Books published Burroughs’s first novel, Junkie, which was subtitled Confessions of an Unredeemed Drug Addict.

			Burroughs’s highly controversial novel, Naked Lunch, was published by Olympia Press in Paris in 1959, and introduced the world to such bizarre and legendary characters as Dr. Benway, Clem Snide the Private Asshole, the Paregoric Kid, Pantopon Rose, the Gimp, the Vigilante, Captain Everhard, Dr. “Doodles” Rindfest, the Rube, Placenta Juan the After Birth Tycoon, Dr. “Fingers” Schafer the Lobotomy Kid, Clem and Jody, Autopsy Ahmed, Hepatitis Hal, and “Fats” Terminal. His other major writings include The Soft Machine (1961), The Ticket That Exploded (1962), Nova Express (1964), The Wild Boys: A Book of the Dead (1971), Exterminator! (1973), Port of Saints (1980), The Place of Dead Roads (1984), Queer (1985), The Western Lands (1987), and My Education: A Book of Dreams (1995), among others. In a 1965 Paris Review interview, Burroughs remarked, “All of my work is directed against those who are bent, through stupidity or design, on blowing up the planet or rendering it uninhabitable.”

			When he wasn’t writing books or experimenting with the effect of different drugs, Burroughs dabbled in Scientology but later rejected it as “a series of manipulative gimmicks.” His diverse range of interests over the years included Aztec history, Mayan codices, Reich’s orgone box, Korzybski’s semantics, space travel, Egyptian burial rituals, shotgun art, and cats (he even wrote a tribute to his felines in 1986 called The Cat Inside). As far as political affiliation, Burroughs once described himself as an “unaffiliated conservative anarchist.” Marshall McLuhan once noted that Burroughs attempted “to reproduce in prose what we accommodate every day as a commonplace aspect of life in the electric age.”  

			Burroughs lived in Tangier during the mid-50s and then relocated to Paris, where he resided at the “Beat Hotel” with fellow Beat writers Ginsberg, Peter Orlovsky, and Gregory Corso. It was here that Burroughs became interested in the cut-up style of writing by his friend Brion Gysin. During the 1960s and early 1970s, Burroughs lived in London. Burroughs returned to New York City in 1974, where he lived in a windowless apartment known as “The Bunker.”

			Burroughs, who moved into a stone farmhouse five miles outside of Lawrence, Kansas, in 1982, was voted into the American Academy of Arts and Letters the following year. In 1981, Burroughs appeared on Saturday Night Live and was introduced by actress Lauren Hutton as “the greatest living American writer.” He also found time to appear in roles in several cult movies, such as “Father Murphy the Junkie Priest” in Drugstore Cowboy (1989) and “Man in Barn” in Twister (1989), as well as doing ads for Nike in the early 1990s. Burroughs died of a heart attack in Lawrence, Kansas, on August 2, 1997.

			Essential Reading: Junkie (1953), Naked Lunch (1959), The Soft Machine (1961), The Yage Letters (1963, with Allen Ginsberg), The Last Words of Dutch Schultz (1970), Exterminator! (1973), Cities of the Red Night (1981), Queer (1985), The Adding Machine: Selected Essays (1986), The Western Lands (1987), My Education: A Book of Dreams (1995)

			Neal Cassady (1926–68)

			“I became the unnatural son of a few score of beaten men.” Best known as the model for the legendary character “Dean Moriarty” from Jack Kerouac’s 1957 novel, On the Road, street hustler, con man, womanizer, drifter, and dreamer Neal Cassady would later provide a bridge between the Beat Generation and the 1960s counterculture when he served as the bus driver (nicknamed “Speed Limit”) for Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters as they made their way across the United States in a bus called “Further” during the summer of 1964, promoting the use of psychedelic drugs. Cassady was born in Salt Lake City, Utah, on February 8, 1926, to Maude Jean (Scheuer) and Neal Marshall Cassady. He grew up in the skid row section of Denver, Colorado, with his alcoholic father after his parents separated. For a while father and son shared a tiny space in a flophouse with a double amputee named Shorty (as Cassady described vividly in his memoir The First Third, which was published posthumously in 1971).

			A juvenile delinquent, Cassady stole approximately five hundred cars before his twenty-first birthday, according to legend. Cassady was arrested for possession of stolen tires in 1944 and sentenced to twelve months in the Colorado State Reformatory. During his prison stint, he started reading the Harvard Classics, particularly enamored of the work of Voltaire and Francis Bacon. In 1946, Cassady married sixteen-year-old LuAnne Henderson. In December 1946, the couple stole a car from LuAnne’s uncle and headed to New York City to visit Cassady’s friend Hal Chase, a student at Columbia University, who introduced them to Jack Kerouac. Through Kerouac, Cassady met Allen Ginsberg, who was immediately smitten, and the two soon began a sexual relationship (Ginsberg later referred to Cassady as a “secret hero . . . cocksman and Adonis of Denver” in his poem “Howl”). Kerouac and Cassady embarked on a series of cross-country trips between 1947 and 1950 that would serve as the basis for On the Road.

			Cassady’s frantic lifestyle and stream-of-consciousness-style letters to Kerouac helped move Kerouac from the straightforward narrative style of The Town and the City to the “spontaneous prose” of On the Road. In one such letter, dated January 7, 1948, Cassady wrote Kerouac, “Art is good when it springs from necessity. This kind of origin is the guarantee of its value: there is no other.” Cassady married his second wife, Carolyn Robinson, in 1948. Carolyn’s turbulent relationship with Neal (as well as her well-documented affair with Kerouac) was depicted in her 1990 memoir, Off the Road: Twenty Years with Cassady, Kerouac and Ginsberg. In addition to “Dean Moriarty” in On the Road, Cassady inspired a number of characters in Kerouac’s novels, most notably as “Cody Pomeray” in The Dharma Bums (1958), Visions of Cody (1960), Big Sur (1962), and Desolation Angels (1965). Cassady ended up serving a two-year stint in San Quentin State Prison for marijuana possession in the late 1950s. In the early 1960s, Cassady met Kesey and soon became a fixture within his group of Merry Pranksters, as detailed in Tom Wolfe’s riveting 1968 book, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test.

			On February 4, 1968, totally burnt out and exhausted, Cassady was found collapsed beside a railroad track and later died in San Miguel de Allende, Mexico, just four days shy of his forty-second birthday. A drug-fueled Cassady reportedly had decided to count the nails in the railroad ties between towns. According to legend, his last words were “sixty-four thousand nine hundred and twenty-eight.” Cassady’s cremated remains were sent to Carolyn in a box, and they remain with the Cassady family today. Kesey’s 1980 short story “The Day After Superman Died,” which is featured in his 1985 book Demon Box, features a vivid, albeit fictionalized, depiction of Cassady’s final hours. Directed by Noah Buschel (The Missing Person) and starring Tate Donovan, the little-seen drama Neal Cassady, which was released in 2007, featured the tagline “Going on the road made him a legend. Now he just has to live it down.” The Beat Museum in North Beach, San Francisco, hosts an annual “Neal Cassady Birthday Bash” in early February.

			Essential Reading: The First Third (1971), Neal Cassady: Collected Letters, 1944–1967 (2005).

			Lucien Carr (1925–2005)

			Central to the Beat movement (although never a published author), Lucien Carr was part of the early Beat crowd that centered on Columbia University in the early to mid-1940s. Frequently described as both handsome and brilliant, Carr was the one who introduced Allen Ginsberg to Jack Kerouac. He then introduced Ginsberg and Kerouac to William S. Burroughs, whom he had known growing up in St. Louis, Missouri. Carr shared his affinity for both German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) and visionary French poet Arthur Rimbaud (1854–91) with Ginsberg. The self-destructive Rimbaud sought out experience and embraced anarchism, alcohol, drugs, and violence. At the age of nineteen, Rimbaud completed his farewell to literaure, Une saison en enfer (A Season in Hell). It was Rimbaud who, in a famous 1871 letter, defined the role of the poet as visionary: “A poet makes himself a visionary through a long, boundless, and systemized disorganization of all the senses. All forms of love, of suffering, of madness: he searches himself, he exhausts within himself all poisons and preserves their quintessences.” Inspired by Rimbaud, Carr and Ginsberg discussed the creation of a “New Vision”—centered on unexpurgated self-expression and transformation of the world through art.

			In The Awakener: A Memoir of Kerouac and the Fifties (2009), Helen Weaver, who had a rather tumultuous two-month affair with Kerouac during the mid-1950s, described Carr as “witty, sarcastic, a brilliant talker and a devout drinker and hell-raiser whose Bible was Rimbaud’s Une saison en enfer.” In one of his journal entries, as quoted in the 2012 book The Voice Is All: The Lonely Victory of Jack Kerouac by Joyce Johnson, Kerouac described a typical night hanging out with Carr as involving fights, dances, “pukings from balconies,” and “half-expirings from alcoholic surfeit.” According to legend, Carr once rolled Kerouac home in a beer barrel after a booze-soaked evening on the town.

			However, Carr had an unwanted admirer, his former Boy Scout troop leader from St. Louis, David Kammerer, who was sixteen years older than Carr and reportedly “stalking” him (although the true nature of their relationship appears to have been much more complicated than that). Kammerer, who was also a childhood friend of Burroughs, followed Carr to New York City and continued to pester him there. Ostensibly in self-defense to ward off one of Kammerer’s sexual advances, Carr ended up killing Kammerer in 1944 by stabbing him with a Boy Scout knife in Riverside Park and throwing his body into the Hudson River. Carr spent two years in the Elmira Reformatory for the killing of Kammerer.

			Upon his release from prison, Carr went to work for United Press International in New York, where he later became an editor, and retired from their Washington bureau in the late 1980s. Although Carr remained in touch with his friends from the former Beat circle, for the most part he kept his distance. He was particularly loyal to Kerouac, whose inscription of Carr’s copy of Big Sur reads, “To Lucien my dearest friend & compatriot in alcoholic sorrow & sorrow otherwise.” Carr died of bone cancer in Washington, DC, in 2005. Carr’s son, Caleb, is the author of the bestselling book The Alienist (1994).

			Carr appeared as “Kenny Wood” in Kerouac’s 1950 novel, The Town and the City, and “Damion” in his 1957 novel, On the Road. In addition, Kerouac and Burroughs collaborated on a 1945 novel, And the Hippos Were Boiled in Their Tanks, a highly fictionalized account of the Kammerer killing that remained unpublished until 2008. The 2013 movie Kill Your Darlings, which was directed by John Krokidas and starred Dane DeHaan as Carr, presented a similar fictionalized account of the Carr/Kammerer case.

			Gregory Corso (1930–2001)

			“Standing on a street corner waiting for no one is power.” Allen Ginsberg called Gregory Corso “a rascal poet Villonesque and Rimbaudian” and described his poetry as “pure velvet, close to John Keats for our time.” The youngest of the first generation of Beat writers, Corso was described by City Lights editor Nancy Peters as “the most important of the beat poets . . . a really true poet with an original voice, probably the most lyrical of those poets.” Gregory Nunzio Corso was born at St. Vincent’s Hospital (where Dylan Thomas died in 1953) in Greenwich Village, New York City, on March 26, 1930, to teenage immigrant parents. Corso’s mother mysteriously abandoned him the following year, and he ended up in a series of foster homes and youth centers. At the age of seventeen, Corso was sent to prison for three years, where he began reading classic literature and history. He also discovered the poetry of Percy Bysshe Shelley, who remained a lifelong influence. Corso’s poem “I Held a Shelley Manuscript” was written in Houghton Library at Harvard University.

			Upon his release from prison in 1950, Corso headed back to Greenwich Village and met Ginsberg at the Pony Stable Inn, a lesbian bar. Ginsberg read some of Corso’s poetry and encouraged him to write more. Through Ginsberg, Corso also became friends with Kerouac, who described him as “a tough young kid from the Lower East Side who rose like an angel over the rooftops.” Corso’s first book of poetry, The Vestal Lady on Brattle and Other Poems, was published in 1955. In the late 1950s, Corso relocated to Paris and resided in an attic room at the legendary “Beat Hotel,” whose famous residents included Ginsberg and William S. Burroughs. In 1958, City Lights published Corso’s first major work, Gasoline, in its critically acclaimed Pocket Poets Series. Corso dedicated the poetry collection to “the angels of Clinton Prison who, in my seventeenth year, handed me, from all the cells surrounding me, books of illumination.” Corso once remarked that the poetry from Gasoline came to him “from a dark river within.” 

			Corso’s book Mindfield: New and Selected Poems was published in 1989. In his foreword to Minefield, Ginsberg wrote, “Gregory Corso’s an aphoristic poet and a poet of ideas . . . Corso’s handling of ideas is unique, as in various one-word title poems . . . Corso is a poet’s Poet, his verse pure velvet, close to John Keats for our time.” Corso served as a regular visiting faculty member at the Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics at the Naropa Institute, where he can be seen in the 1986 documentary What Happened to Kerouac? He also had a cameo as an “Unruly Stockholder” in The Godfather III (1990) and appeared as a hotel deck clerk in the low-budget independent film What About Me (1993).

			Corso died on January 17, 2001, in Robbinsdale, Minnesota. Rock poet Patti Smith wrote upon Corso’s death: “The fresh light pours. The boys from the road steer him on. But before he ascends into some holy card glow, Gregory, being himself, lifts his overcoat, drops his trousers, and as he exposes his poet’s rump one last time, cries, ‘Hey man, kiss my daisy.’ Ahh Gregory, the years and petals fly.” A fascinating documentary, Corso: The Last Beat, was released in 2009 and features an emotional reunion between Corso and his long-lost mother.

			Essential Reading: The Vestal Lady on Brattle and Other Poems (1955), Gasoline (1958), Bomb (1958), The Happy Birthday of Death (1960), Mindfield: New and Selected Poems (1989).

			Lawrence Ferlinghetti (1919–)

			“Poetry is the shadow cast by our streetlight imaginations.” Known as the “elder statesman” of the Beat Generation (although he never considered himself a Beat writer!), poet and publisher Lawrence Ferlinghetti opened City Lights Bookstore in 1953 with Peter D. Martin in the heart of North Beach, San Francisco. Ferlinghetti also published many Beat writers through City Lights Publishers’ highly influential Pocket Poets Series, such as Allen Ginsberg’s landmark Howl and Other Poems in 1956. Lawrence Monsanto Ferlinghetti was born on March 24, 1919, in Yonkers and spent his early childhood in France. Among his literary influences were T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, and Thomas Wolfe. Ferlinghetti received his bachelor of arts degree in journalism from the University of North Carolina in 1941. He went on to receive a master of arts degree from Columbia University and a PhD from the Sorbonne. During World War II, Ferlinghetti served in the US Naval Reserve and was sent to Nagasaki, Japan, just six
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