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		Introduction

		by Caity Weaver

		The problem with hurtling face-forward from violent and varied angles in a human-sized cage as mall-parking-lot asphalt and blank blue sky ooze kaleidoscopically in and out of view is that by the time it’s happening, it’s too late to stop doing it. You are already strapped in for the ride, or so we pray. After all, at certain heights and velocities, yelps of exuberance are indistinguishable from the screams of human terror likely to precede those horrific accidents that even the spectacularly patchy data collected from our nation’s church carnivals and county fairs indicate occur with some regularity on rentable amusements. An unlucky summer can balloon the number of recorded injuries into the lodging capacity of the Bellagio in Las Vegas (3,950, assuming single-room occupancy)—a not-unfathomable figure given the population of the United States, but still, that’s quite a lot of rooms, especially taking into account that at least several Americans are too old to ride, or too young, or too unwilling to gamble their physical safety on an enormous spinning machine of out-of-state provenance assembled in an afternoon by a stranger who could be a lunatic or, worse, generally careless with no local ties.

		From its first words confidently addressing the disoriented reader mid-story, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas is similarly exhilarating, ill-advised, and inescapable. The reader may scramble for purchase while oncoming sentences rush by like 120-mph desert-scrub brush cannonballing past the perfectly still interior of a luxury vehicle, but evacuation is, regrettably, no longer an option. The ground has dropped out from beneath him; he is being hurled through the air, and the conductor of this ride is an unreliable narrator who is almost certainly a lunatic or, worse, generally careless with no local ties. The reader does not even make it out of the first paragraph before the car in which he finds himself is attacked by a barrage of “what looked like huge bats”—unholy creatures that, he learns later in that same paragraph, do not exist.

		Fear and Loathing unfolds at the speed of thought—a pace inhospitable to human sanity. Besides providing his audience of captives with reading material that is hilarious, riveting, and deceptively short (substantial space being devoted to illustration), the single kind act executed by the storyteller (essentially Hunter S. Thompson, but also, and more extremely, Raoul Duke—a man very much like Thompson but unwilling, for instance, to accept a telegram on his behalf) is the installation of a reader surrogate in this opening scene. The narrator’s unbalanced reaction to a politely petrified “Okie” hitchhiker—

		
			How long can we maintain? I wondered. How long before one of us starts raving and jabbering at this boy? What will he think then? This same lonely desert was the last known home of the Manson family. Will he make that grim connection when my Attorney starts screaming about bats and huge manta rays coming down on the car? If so—well, we’ll just have to cut his head off and bury him somewhere. Because it goes Without saying that we can’t turn him loose. He’ll report us at once to some kind of outback nazi law enforcement agency, and they’ll run us down like dogs.

			Jesus! Did I say that? Or just think it? Was I talking?

		

		—exposes, immediately, the rate of exchange between reality and the paranoid, discombobulated perception of reality in which the events of the book unfold.

		“‘Writing’ is as exact a label as the book will carry,” declared The New York Times in an enraptured review on July 23, 1972.

		A sober and exact recitation of facts is invaluable in certain contexts: on the witness stand, for instance, or in a step-by-step guide to replacing a doorknob. But if Thompson’s hallucinatory chronicle is not the sort of dispassionate historical account of life on Earth one might precision-engrave on gold-anodized aluminum plaques and shoot into space for the potential perusal of intelligent extraterrestrials, it is also not exactly, or at least not entirely, or at least not in the ways in which the experience of being alive impresses itself upon human memory and consciousness, untrue.

		In 1972, one year after Sports Illustrated sent Thompson to Las Vegas to produce a 250-word photo caption about the Mint 400 desert race—an errand that would prove incendiary, in retrospect—they tried again with someone else. But it simply cannot be said that one gains a superior understanding of the experience of witnessing the Mint 400 from that writer’s observation that “The National Off-Road Racing Association, which serves as sanctioning body and chief factotum for desert racing, works closely with the Bureau of Land Management,” than from this reflection printed in the 1971 Rolling Stone version of Thompson’s story (published there after Sports Illustrated refused to run the vastly overlong— admittedly, in his words, “stone-crazy”—copy he had attempted to file): “The race was definitely underway. I had witnessed the start; I was sure of that much. But what now? Rent a helicopter? Get back in that stinking Bronco? Wander out on that goddamn desert and watch these fools race past the checkpoints? One every 13 minutes… .?”

		(Decades later, Sports Illustrated seemingly still struggles to comprehend that Sports Illustrated ever could have rejected Thompson’s original livid account; in a 2005 obituary for Thompson, published after his death by suicide, the magazine proudly described Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas as both “a masterpiece” and the result of “an assignment to cover Nevada’s Mint 400 motorcycle race for SPORTS ILLUSTRATED.”)

		It appears that, from the moment it was published, audiences were inclined to regard Fear and Loathing with the benefit of a hindsight largely imagined, as if it were born a relic, and best appreciated as a fantastical ode to bygone lawless days. (The New York Times, in the heart of the dope decade, pronounced the story, inspired by quasi-real-life events that had occurred one year earlier, “The best book on the dope decade.”)

		Yet, even fifty years later, the nostalgic label curls under scrutiny. Raoul Duke is an antihero, frequently unappealing in speech, opinions, and conduct (modern readers may find his casual use of slurs and musings on gratuitous violence jarring, though it can be difficult to pinpoint their exact locations on axes of malice, callousness, and irony)—but the white-male impunity that propels Duke through his misadventures is far from a historical curiosity. Likewise, for all the book’s reputation as an artifact of 1970s drug culture, it is, in fact, much easier today to legally purchase and consume cannabis than it was in 1972.

		But the most enduring element of the book is its fitness as a tool of journalist instruction. Not journalistic instruction—no one of any profession should do anything described in Fear and Loathing, with the possible exception of consuming great quantities of vitamin C–rich grapefruit. Rather, for those who seek to know what being a journalist is like, the account is berserkly accurate in both broad strokes and myopic detail.

		As so many professional writers do in moments of unfettered fantasy: Imagine, now, that you are a real writer.

		If you are much, much luckier than nearly every other real writer, a publication will send you somewhere to undertake something you have no idea how to do or describe. In between fretting that you do not understand the assignment—that you are bereft of not only ability and inspiration but also the faintest understanding of exactly what sort of result you are now on a fixed timeline to produce (apart from its mandatory length, which will be made sharply clear), you will fret about making sure each and every nickel of expense you incur is charged directly to the publication that demonstrated such Pollyannaish optimism and unforgivable audacity in assigning you this work in the first place. You will use your tape recorder, which you possess because you are a writer—or, rather, you are a writer because you possess a tape recorder—to record all perceptible sound, as far as technology allows, amassing hours and hours of incomprehensible audio, augmented by equally enigmatic hand-scrawled notations of things you think you heard (must remember to check audio) and intriguing questions you lack all means and frankly all intention of following up on. At last, the deadline a guided missile at your heels, you will cast about for work someone else has done on the same subject that you can appropriate and reimagine in your own trademark style, a style you will hopefully come up with as you are typing it up, having otherwise failed in your task to acquire and disseminate useful information.

		(Here is that final stage as outlined by Duke, eighty-four pages into his assignment:

		
			I didn’t even know who’d won the race. Maybe nobody. For all I knew, the whole spectacle had been aborted by a terrible riot—an orgy of senseless violence, kicked off by drunken hoodlums who refused to abide by the rules. I wanted to plug this gap in my knowledge at the earliest opportunity: Pick up the L.A. Times and scour the sports section for a Mint 400 story. Get the details. Cover myself.)

		

		It is a sin in journalism to make things up. Yet a certain degree of subjectivity is calculated into the practice’s ultimate aim: to accurately communicate one’s honest perception of what happened under some circumstance. It is difficult to imagine that, by the time the action of Fear and Loathing winds down, the reader will not have acquired a reasonable impression of the atmosphere and happenings Thompson set out to convey.

		Suddenly, one page from its conclusion, the narrator awakes on a plane he boarded just a few paragraphs earlier, with no sense of how or why he is there. With no hesitation, he begins concocting an entirely new and unrelated set of dubiously legal and dangerous-sounding plans for what he will do next. This time, the reader—whiplashed, slightly queasy, and in need of rest—is aware of the carnival attraction beginning to lurch into action. It’s the first and last chance to safely exit the ride.

		CAITY WEAVER is a writer for The New York Times. She was previously a writer and editor for GQ and Gawker. In these professional capacities, she has spent fourteen hours eating unlimited mozzarella sticks at TGI Fridays, set sail on a Paula Deen cruise, worked out with Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, cast a spell at the Super Bowl, and toured the secretive world of glitter manufacturing, among sundry other tasks.
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		We were somewhere around Barstow on the edge of the desert when the drugs began to take hold. I remember saying something like “I feel a bit lightheaded; maybe you should drive.…” And suddenly there was a terrible roar all around us and the sky was full of what looked like huge bats, all swooping and screeching and diving around the car, which was going about a hundred miles an hour with the top down to Las Vegas. And a voice was screaming: “Holy Jesus! What are these goddamn animals?”

		Then it was quiet again. My attorney had taken his shirt off and was pouring beer on his chest, to facilitate the tanning process. “What the hell are you yelling about?” he muttered, staring up at the sun with his eyes closed and covered with wraparound Spanish sunglasses. “Never mind,” I said. “It’s your turn to drive.” I hit the brakes and aimed the Great Red Shark toward the shoulder of the highway. No point mentioning those bats, I thought. The poor bastard will see them soon enough.

		It was almost noon, and we still had more than a hundred miles to go. They would be tough miles. Very soon, I knew, we would both be completely twisted. But there was no going back, and no time to rest. We would have to ride it out. Press registration for the fabulous Mint 400 was already underway, and we had to get there by four to claim our sound-proof suite. A fashionable sporting magazine in New York had taken care of the reservations, along with this huge red Chevy convertible we’d just rented off a lot on the Sunset Strip … and I was, after all, a professional journalist; so I had an obligation to cover the story, for good or ill.

		The sporting editors had also given me $300 in cash, most of which was already spent on extremely dangerous drugs. The trunk of the car looked like a mobile police narcotics lab. We had two bags of grass, seventy-five pellets of mescaline, five sheets of high-powered blotter acid, a salt shaker half full of cocaine, and a whole galaxy of multi-colored uppers, downers, screamers, laughers … and also a quart of tequila, a quart of rum, a case of Budweiser, a pint of raw ether and two dozen amyls.

		All this had been rounded up the night before, in a frenzy of high-speed driving all over Los Angeles County—from Topanga to Watts, we picked up everything we could get our hands on. Not that we needed all that for the trip, but once you get locked into a serious drug collection, the tendency is to push it as far as you can.

		The only thing that really worried me was the ether. There is nothing in the world more helpless and irresponsible and depraved than a man in the depths of an ether binge. And I knew we’d get into that rotten stuff pretty soon. Probably at the next gas station. We had sampled almost everything else, and now—yes, it was time for a long snort of ether. And then do the next hundred miles in a horrible, slobbering sort of spastic stupor. The only way to keep alert on ether is to do up a lot of amyls—not all at once, but steadily, just enough to maintain the focus at ninety miles an hour through Barstow.

		“Man, this is the way to travel,” said my attorney. He leaned over to turn the volume up on the radio, humming along with the rhythm section and kind of moaning the words: “One toke over the line, Sweet Jesus … One toke over the line …”

		One toke? You poor fool! Wait till you see those goddamn bats. I could barely hear the radio … slumped over on the far side of the seat, grappling with a tape recorder turned all the way up on “Sympathy for the Devil.” That was the only tape we had, so we played it constantly, over and over, as a kind of demented counterpoint to the radio. And also to maintain our rhythm on the road. A constant speed is good for gas mileage—and for some reason that seemed important at the time. Indeed. On a trip like this one must be careful about gas consumption. Avoid those quick bursts of acceleration that drag blood to the back of the brain.

		My attorney saw the hitchhiker long before I did. “Let’s give this boy a lift,” he said, and before I could mount any argument he was stopped and this poor Okie kid was running up to the car with a big grin on his face, saying, “Hot damn! I never rode in a convertible before!”

		“Is that right?” I said. “Well, I guess you’re about ready, eh?”

		The kid nodded eagerly as we roared off.

		“We’re your friends,” said my attorney. “We’re not like the others.”

		O Christ, I thought, he’s gone around the bend. “No more of that talk,” I said sharply. “Or I’ll put the leeches on you.” He grinned, seeming to understand. Luckily, the noise in the car was so awful—between the wind and the radio and the tape machine—that the kid in the back seat couldn’t hear a word we were saying. Or could he?

		How long can we maintain? I wondered. How long before one of us starts raving and jabbering at this boy? What will he think then? This same lonely desert was the last known home of the Manson family. Will he make that grim connection when my attorney starts screaming about bats and huge manta rays coming down on the car? If so—well, we’ll just have to cut his head off and bury him somewhere. Because it goes without saying that we can’t turn him loose. He’ll report us at once to some kind of outback nazi law enforcement agency, and they’ll run us down like dogs.

		Jesus! Did I say that? Or just think it? Was I talking? Did they hear me? I glanced over at my attorney, but he seemed oblivious—watching the road, driving our Great Red Shark along at a hundred and ten or so. There was no sound from the back seat.

		Maybe I’d better have a chat with this boy, I thought. Perhaps if I explain things, he’ll rest easy.

		Of course. I leaned around in the seat and gave him a fine big smile … admiring the shape of his skull.

		“By the way,” I said. “There’s one thing you should probably understand.”

		He stared at me, not blinking. Was he gritting his teeth?

		“Can you hear me?” I yelled.

		He nodded.

		“That’s good,” I said. “Because I want you to know that we’re on our way to Las Vegas to find the American Dream.” I smiled. “That’s why we rented this car. It was the only way to do it. Can you grasp that?”

		He nodded again, but his eyes were nervous.

		“I want you to have all the background,” I said. “Because this is a very ominous assignment—with overtones of extreme personal danger.… Hell, I forgot all about this beer; you want one?”

		He shook his head.

		“How about some ether?” I said.

		“What?”

		“Never mind. Let’s get right to the heart of this thing. You see, about twenty-four hours ago we were sitting in the Polo Lounge of the Beverly Hills Hotel—in the patio section, of course—and we were just sitting there under a palm tree when this uniformed dwarf came up to me with a pink telephone and said, ‘This must be the call you’ve been waiting for all this time, sir.’”

		I laughed and ripped open a beer can that foamed all over the back seat while I kept talking. “And you know? He was right! I’d been expecting that call, but I didn’t know who it would come from. Do you follow me?”

		The boy’s face was a mask of pure fear and bewilderment.

		I blundered on: “I want you to understand that this man at the wheel is my attorney! He’s not just some dingbat I found on the Strip. Shit, look at him! He doesn’t look like you or me, right? That’s because he’s a foreigner. I think he’s probably Samoan. But it doesn’t matter, does it? Are you prejudiced?”

		[image: ]

		“Oh, hell no!” he blurted.

		“I didn’t think so,” I said. “Because in spite of his race, this man is extremely valuable to me.” I glanced over at my attorney, but his mind was somewhere else.

		I whacked the back of the driver’s seat with my fist. “This is important, goddamnit! This is a true story!” The car swerved sickeningly, then straightened out. “Keep your hands off my fucking neck!” my attorney screamed. The kid in the back looked like he was ready to jump right out of the car and take his chances.

		Our vibrations were getting nasty—but why? I was puzzled, frustrated. Was there no communication in this car? Had we deteriorated to the level of dumb beasts?

		Because my story was true. I was certain of that. And it was extremely important, I felt, for the meaning of our journey to be made absolutely clear. We had actually been sitting there in the Polo Lounge—for many hours—drinking Singapore Slings with mescal on the side and beer chasers. And when the call came, I was ready.

		The Dwark approached our table cautiously, as I recall, and when he handed me the pink telephone I said nothing, merely listened. And then I hung up, turning to face my attorney. “That was headquarters,” I said. “They want me to go to Las Vegas at once, and make contact with a Portuguese photographer named Lacerda. He’ll have the details. All I have to do is check into my suite and he’ll seek me out.”

		My attorney said nothing for a moment, then he suddenly came alive in his chair. “God hell!” he exclaimed. “I think I see the pattern. This one sounds like real trouble!” He tucked his khaki undershirt into his white rayon bellbottoms and called for more drink. “You’re going to need plenty of legal advice before this thing is over,” he said. “And my first advice is that you should rent a very fast car with no top and get the hell out of L.A. for at least forty-eight hours.” He shook his head sadly. “This blows my weekend, because naturally I’ll have to go with you—and we’ll have to arm ourselves.”

		“Why not?” I said. “If a thing like this is worth doing at all, it’s worth doing right. We’ll need some decent equipment and plenty of cash on the line—if only for drugs and a super-sensitive tape recorder, for the sake of a permanent record.”

		“What kind of a story is this?” he asked.

		“The Mint 400,” I said. “It’s the richest off-the-road race for motorcycles and dune-buggies in the history of organized sport—a fantastic spectacle in honor of some fatback grossero named Del Webb, who owns the luxurious Mint Hotel in the heart of downtown Las Vegas … at least that’s what the press release says; my man in New York just read it to me.”

		“Well,” he said, “as your attorney I advise you to buy a motorcycle. How else can you cover a thing like this righteously?”

		“No way,” I said. “Where can we get hold of a Vincent Black Shadow?”

		“What’s that?”

		“A fantastic bike,” I said. “The new model is something like two thousand cubic inches, developing two hundred brake-horsepower at four thousand revolutions per minute on a magnesium frame with two styrofoam seats and a total curb weight of exactly two hundred pounds.”

		“That sounds about right for this gig,” he said.

		“It is,” I assured him. “The fucker’s not much for turning, but it’s pure hell on the straightaway. It’ll outrun the F-111 until takeoff.”

		“Takeoff?” he said. “Can we handle that much torque?”

		“Absolutely,” I said. “I’ll call New York for some cash.”

	
		2.

The Seizure of $300 from a Pig Woman in Beverly Hills

		The New York office was not familiar with the Vincent Black Shadow: they referred me to the Los Angeles bureau—which is actually in Beverly Hills just a few long blocks from the Polo Lounge—but when I got there, the money-woman refused to give me more than $300 in cash. She had no idea who I was, she said, and by that time I was pouring sweat. My blood is too thick for California: I have never been able to properly explain myself in this climate. Not with the soaking sweats … wild red eyeballs and trembling hands.

		So I took the $300 and left. My attorney was waiting in a bar around the corner. “This won’t make the nut,” he said, “unless we have unlimited credit.”

		I assured him we would. “You Samoans are all the same,” I told him. “You have no faith in the essential decency of the white man’s culture. Jesus, just one hour ago we were sitting over there in that stinking bagnio, stone broke and paralyzed for the weekend, when a call comes through from some total stranger in New York, telling me to go to Las Vegas and expenses be damned—and then he sends me over to some office in Beverly Hills where another total stranger gives me $300 raw cash for no reason at all … I tell you, my man, this is the American Dream in action! We’d be fools not to ride this strange torpedo all the way out to the end.”

		“Indeed,” he said. “We must do it.”

		“Right,” I said. “But first we need the car. And after that, the cocaine. And then the tape recorder, for special music, and some Acapulco shirts.” The only way to prepare for a trip like this, I felt, was to dress up like human peacocks and get crazy, then screech off across the desert and cover the story. Never lose sight of the primary responsibility.

		But what was the story? Nobody had bothered to say. So we would have to drum it up on our own. Free Enterprise. The American Dream. Horatio Alger gone mad on drugs in Las Vegas. Do it now: pure Gonzo journalism.

		There was also the socio-psychic factor. Every now and then when your life gets complicated and the weasels start closing in, the only real cure is to load up on heinous chemicals and then drive like a bastard from Hollywood to Las Vegas. To relax, as it were, in the womb of the desert sun. Just roll the roof back and screw it on, grease the face with white tanning butter and move out with the music at top volume, and at least a pint of ether.

		Getting hold of the drugs had been no problem, but the car and the tape recorder were not easy things to round up at 6:30 on a Friday afternoon in Hollywood. I already had one car, but it was far too small and slow for desert work. We went to a Polynesian bar, where my attorney made seventeen calls before locating a convertible with adequate horsepower and proper coloring.

		“Hang onto it,” I heard him say into the phone. “We’ll be over to make the trade in thirty minutes.” Then after a pause, he began shouting: “What? Of course the gentleman has a major credit card! Do you realize who the fuck you’re talking to?”

		“Don’t take any guff from these swine,” I said as he slammed the phone down. “Now we need a sound store with the finest equipment. Nothing dinky. We want one of those new Belgian Heliowatts with a voice-activated shotgun mike, for picking up conversations in oncoming cars.”

		We made several more calls and finally located our equipment in a store about five miles away. It was closed, but the salesman said he would wait, if we hurried. But we were delayed en route when a Stingray in front of us killed a pedestrian on Sunset Boulevard. The store was closed by the time we got there. There were people inside, but they refused to come to the double-glass door until we gave it a few belts and made ourselves clear.

		Finally two salesmen brandishing tire irons came to the door and we managed to negotiate the sale through a tiny slit. Then they opened the door just wide enough to shove the equipment out, before slamming and locking it again. “Now take that stuff and get the hell away from here
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