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For Melody Rose DeRogatis
Matthew Hildebrandt, Emma Altman, Siri,
Isak, and Teddy Kai Keller, Allison Moerer,
and their generation of critics and fans.

Now it’s your turn






Is criticism really a creative art? Why should it not be?
It works with materials and puts them into a form
that is at once new and delightful.
What more can one say of poetry?


-OSCAR WILDE: “THE CRITIC AS ARTIST”
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Preface


I have always believed that
rock n’ roll comes down to myth.
There are no “facts.”

—LESTER BANGS.
 in Rod Stewart 



Sometimes Lester was full of shit. Of course there are facts in rock ’n’ roll, and they are valuable tools for deflating the myths, thereby making heroic deeds seem possible for us lowly humans. This was a pursuit that Lester loved almost as much as constructing the myths in the first place.

Lester was the great gonzo journalist, gutter poet, and romantic visionary of rock writing—its Hunter S. Thompson, Charles Bukowski, and Jack Kerouac all rolled into one. Out of tune with the peace ’n’ love ethos of the sixties and the Me Generation navel-gazing of the seventies, he agitated for sounds that were harsher, louder, more electric, and more alive, charting if not defining the aesthetics of heavy metal and punk. Where others idealized the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle or presented a distant academic version of it, he lived it, reveling in its excesses, drawing energy from its din, and matching its passion in prose that erupted from the pages of Rolling Stone, Creem, and the Village Voice. In the process he became a peer of the artists he celebrated, brash visionaries and dedicated individualists such as Captain Beefheart, Iggy Pop, Patti Smith, Richard Hell, and most of all Lou Reed, with whom he had a relationship that was equal parts Johnson/Boswell, Vidal/Mailer, and Mozart/Salieri (and it was often difficult to tell who was who).

I set out to meet the Lester of legend on the afternoon of April 14, 1982. A senior at Hudson Catholic Regional High School for Boys in Jersey City, New Jersey, I had been assigned by my journalism teacher to interview a “hero.” The PATH train deposited me on the corner of Fourteenth Street and Sixth Avenue in Manhattan and I shouted Lester’s name at the fifth-floor window as instructed. His building didn’t have doorbells, and at that point he lacked a phone; it distracted him from writing, he said. After a minute he threw down the keys, and I made the long climb up to his apartment. Dominated by thousands of albums and piles of trash, it was an exaggerated version of every teenaged rock fan’s lair, though its occupant at the time was thirty-three years old.

Over the next few hours I caught a glimpse of another Lester: the kind, magnetic, righteous, outrageously funny, and occasionally frustrating man behind the persona. His gangly frame carried a penetrating intellect housed in a brain so big it seemed to be pushing through the alien lump on his forehead. Addicted to contrarianism, he was a brilliantly successful failure, a doofus savant, and a self-described “compassionate humanist” perfectly capable of destroying someone with a casual blast of callous insensitivity “He was a romantic in the gravest, saddest, best, and most ridiculous sense of that worn-out word,” his friend Nick Tosches wrote. “He couldn’t merely go to bed with a woman, he had to fall in love with her. He couldn’t merely dislike something, he had to rail and rage against it. None of it was real, but in the end, the phantoms of all that crazy love and anger, since they weren’t his to command, conquered him.”

Early in his grade-school years the dictates of his mother’s religion marked Lester as an outsider, and long after he split from the Jehovah’s Witnesses he never really fit in anywhere. Raised in a San Diego suburb, he rebelled against both his vanilla surroundings and the hippie alternative by transforming himself into a self-proclaimed beatnik “drug punk.” When he went to work at Creem, he embraced the angry energy of working-class rockers desperate to avoid the assembly line, but it wasn’t long before he found Detroit as stifling intellectually and emotionally as El Cajon had been. Finally he settled in Manhattan. At first he thought he’d found the creative community he’d long advocated in the punk explosion centered at CBGB, but he was ultimately disillusioned when the reality fell short of his ideal. In the end he was preparing to write about life as an alienated castaway on one of the world’s most populated islands.

To friends and lovers Lester sometimes confessed that he felt predestined to follow in the footsteps of his alcoholic father, who died an early and horrifying death, but he was also committed to raging against any game that seemed rigged. That’s why he broke from his mother’s church, and that’s why he’d started to pull away from rock journalism and the image that he’d created for himself. “There was a time in my life when you would have come up here and I would have got all drunk and exhibitionistic and you might have preferred it that way” he told me. “But if I act like that, I might live a long time, but I won’t live very long as a good writer.”

Slumped in a ratty old chair, his posture mirroring the skew of the Cookie Monster hand puppet that served as a shade on his desk lamp, Lester seemed enervated and barely able to move, but he spoke in a passionate torrent of words. He paused for a long time when I asked him to define good rock ’n’ roll. Even as an inexperienced interviewer, I was surprised that his answer wasn’t boilerplate.

“Good rock ’n’ roll is something that makes you feel alive,” Lester said at length. “It’s something that’s human, and I think that most music today isn’t. Anything that I would want to listen to is made by human beings instead of computers and machines. To me good rock ’n’ roll also encompasses other things, like Hank Williams and Charlie Mingus and a lot of things that aren’t strictly defined as rock ’n’ roll. Rock ’n’ roll is an attitude, it’s not a musical form of a strict sort. It’s a way of doing things, of approaching things. Writing can be rock ’n’ roll, or a movie can be rock ’n’ roll. It’s a way of living your life.”

I was sitting in my bedroom transcribing our interview two weeks later when I heard the news of Lester’s death on WNEW-FM. This biography began that day. By the time I started working on it in earnest fourteen years later, I had established four goals for the book. The first was to tell a life story that began to intrigue me even before I met Lester.

“If all you knew about Lester Bangs were articles that he wrote, I’d have to say that you knew him quite well,” Billy Altman wrote, eulogizing his mentor in the pages of Creem. I disagree. In print and in person, Lester was constantly changing, evolving, and battling competing impulses toward senseless self-destruction and a giddy celebration of being alive. His psychiatrist, Phil Sapienza, told me that he has rarely treated someone who assumed so many contradictory “roles,” playing them all so thoroughly that they became integrated as parts of his personality. Sapienza pointed out my challenge as biographer: “If you are able to synthesize those hundred and fifty versions into a composite personality, then you have Lester.”

My second goal was to chart the history of rock criticism, Lester’s chosen field, and my own. That story has never really been told, despite the wealth of colorful characters, flamboyant antics, and memorable prose. The form was born in the mid-sixties, blossomed along with New

Journalism in the early seventies, and was professionalized and purged of much of its personality by the early eighties. Though much of it was as evanescent as a breath of air through a saxophone, Lester’s work represented a high point that the field has yet to match. Since rock criticism’s development and decline mirrors and coincides with his career, that tale runs through this book, along with goal number three: an examination of his critical ideas and aesthetic.

“His critical ideas were not the strength; it was the language that was the strength,” Lester’s editor at the Village Voice, Robert Christgau, said when I interviewed him in 1997. Again, I disagree. Two camps dominate rock criticism today: the two-thumbs-up consumer-guide careerists who treat rock ’n’ roll as mere entertainment, and the academics who drain it of all the joy and fury. Both camps attempt to marginalize Lester by portraying him as a stylist, a “rockist” (as if all he cared about were three chords and a backbeat), or an elitist whose true love was “popular” music that nobody else liked. Well, they’re sort of right there: The rock ’n’ roll he loved most was a joyous or cathartic roar and a defiant fuck-you to the bland and bullshit culture at large. And not everybody is ready to let it blurt.

Some of Lester’s peers and possibly even Lester himself came to believe that rock ’n’ roll of this kind died in the sixties or seventies. For what it’s worth, I disagree with them, too, but that’s another book. The final goal of this one was to examine the music and culture of the times through the prisms of Lester, his aesthetic judgments, and rock criticism itself. To accomplish this I relied on skills honed during the first five years of my career as a beat and investigative reporter, interviewing 227 people who played some role in Lester’s life, and poring through his many published and unpublished writings, letters, recordings, and notebooks.

Throughout the reporting and the writing I drew inspiration from my subject. In a characteristically surprising 1976 Chicago Tribune review of two books about Jack Benny and Doris Day, Lester wrote, “Biographies are, for some idiosyncratic reason, practically my favorite reading matter. I’ve read ’em all, from Malcolm X, to Tennessee Williams, to Joan Baez. And in spite of the built-in drawbacks to the Hollywood school of journalistic history, I have in my peregrinations discovered that it is possible to write a Hollywood biography and not only tell the truth but even occasionally produce an important documentation of this century’s cultural climate.”

From time to time friends remarked that I would be charting a very sad tale in these pages, but while there are tragic elements, I do not see this book as a tragedy. It is not just the story of a guy who drank Romilar by the gallon, insulted rock stars, then died. Absent Lester’s ideas, the poetry of his writing, and his singular lust for life, this story would not have been worth telling. Those are the parts of his legacy that I celebrate, and I hope that you will do the same.





Introduction

Lester waited in the wings at Detroit’s Cobo Hall, fingering the keys on the old typewriter that he hastily grabbed from a corner of the Creem House. The three shots of Chivas and the six-pack of beer he had consumed in lieu of dinner did little to drown the butterflies in his stomach. He had never been frightened when he joined Thee Dark Ages to play harmonica back in El Cajon, and he didn’t think twice about hopping onstage with the Blues Train in Windsor. Now, at the age of twenty-five, he worried that he might actually lose his cookies over the act of dadaist theater that he was about to commit.

Finally the J. Geils Band bounded offstage, and there was no more time to think. One of the roadies signaled to him as the musicians regrouped for the encore. They churned out a respectable R&B groove for a bunch of white guys from Boston. In the dire bland-out of the mid-seventies they were one of the few groups you could cite for proof that, no, rock ’n’ roll was not dead and buried. At least not entirely.

The interview at the hotel earlier that day had been a snooze until Jerome Geils lobbed an insult. “Hey, Lester, did anyone ever tell you that you look like Rob Reiner?”

Archie Bunker’s Meathead—he’d heard it too many times before. “Bullshit!” Lester roared. “Don’t tell me that! I do not!”

Peter Wolf laughed. “So that’s what it takes to get him to react,” the singer said.

Lester sneered. “Hell, the only difference between you musicians and us rock writers is that people can see you doing what you do,” he said. “I can’t go up in the street and say, ‘Hey, honey, dig my far-out John Lennon review,’ because she can say, ‘Kiss my ass, Jack, how I know you wrote that?’”

Twenty-four years later Wolf recalled his response. “Detroit was like our second home,” he said. “We used to see Lester every time we went through town, and he was always as colorful and eclectic as an artist. I remember saying to him, ‘Well, fuck it, man! Why don’t you take your typewriter and do your review from the stage?’ It was almost like Saturday Night Live or a David Letterman sketch.”

That night in the summer of 1974 Lester stomped into the spotlight and set his Smith-Corona down with great fanfare on a piano bench in front of the drums. “Plug the son of a bitch in!” he yelled. “Let’s get down!” He’d dressed up for the occasion, sporting a red sweater-vest over a blue-and-white shirt, baggy blue jeans, and his usual nine-dollar red Converse sneakers. As the band sounded its first notes, he kneeled in front of the typewriter and theatrically donned a pair of shades.

Out in the crowd of thirteen thousand some six people cheered, all of them buddies from Creem magazine. The band played “Give It to Me,” the triumphant closing track from its 1973 album Bloodshot. “I want it so bad/You’ve got to give it to me,” Wolf sang. The tune grew harder and more soulful in concert, with an edge of desperation that marked it from the loopy reggae version that would power an annoying advertising jingle two decades later. The sound of Lester’s hunting and pecking could barely be heard, though the crew had thoughtfully miked his “ax.” He wasn’t contributing to the music, and he certainly wasn’t writing anything worthwhile.

VDKHEOQSNCHSHNELXIEN (+&H—SXN+(E@JN?, he typed.

“Yer doin’ great!” shouted a roadie to his right.

“Vengeful bastard,” Lester thought. As the song ended, he stood up, kicked over the piano bench, and jumped on the machine until it cracked in two. He’d laugh at himself when he wrote it all up—his version of George Plimpton’s New Journalist heroics. But at the moment he felt like a star.





The Closed Circle—The Bangs Family Tree
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chapter one
 The Closed Circle

Conway Bangs needed a drink. He chain-smoked while pacing nervously in the cool night air outside Escondido Community Hospital—a fancy name for a tiny clinic run by one doctor in a wood-frame house only a little bigger than most of the others here amid the Southern California orange groves. From time to time he heard his wife cry out, and he knew that she must be hurting. Complaining about the pains of the flesh was not the way of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, and Norma was nothing if not a faithful soldier.

The doctor had urged Conway to talk some sense into his wife. There were risks in having a child at age forty-three, but Norma wouldn’t hear any talk of abortion. The Witnesses forbade it under any circumstances, including a fatal threat to the mother. Conway didn’t have much use for his wife’s religion, but for once he was glad she stood her ground. A few years earlier the prison doctor had told him he’d never have a child. Them doctors seemed to be wrong a lot, he thought, because his son was born without complications at two minutes before eleven on the night of December 13, 1948.

The baby arrived weighing eight pounds, eight ounces and exercising what sounded like an extremely healthy pair of lungs. The couple named him Leslie Conway in honor of his father, Conway Leslie. Once he saw that Norma and the boy were resting peacefully, Conway ran to spread the news to the rest of the family. “Conway was thrilled to death,” said his twenty-one-year-old stepdaughter, Ann St. Clair, one of three
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Conway's baby boy, January 1949.
(ALL family photos courtesy BEN CATCHING III)

children from Norma’s first marriage. “When he came up to the house where my husband Ray and I lived, he told us that he had the most beautiful son in the world. Because Leslie was born with a full head of black hair—enough for three or four babies!—I didn’t think he was very pretty but that didn’t make any difference. That was Conway’s baby boy.”

From Ann and Ray’s place Conway went to see Ben Catching, Jr., Norma’s eldest son. At twenty-three Ben already had a four-year-old boy of his own, Ben Catching III. The two men drove trucks for Escondido Transit Mix. After work they would sit outside Conway and Norma’s small rented house near Highway 395, drinking beer on the rickety front porch. Early on the morning of December 14 they drank a toast to young Leslie Bangs.

For several generations on both sides Leslie’s forebears were migratory Southwestern farm workers. The families’ roots in the United States stretched back far enough for the current members to have forgotten the Old World traditions and even their particular European heritages. They shared some Scottish and English blood, no doubt, and possibly some Irish and German as well. Basically they were the sort of people portrayed in William Faulkner’s “Barn Burning” and Nelson Algren’s A Walk on the Wild Side. At the time they would have been called Arkies, Okies, drifters, or crackers. In his less charitable moments a grown-up Leslie would call them “white trash.”

Leslie’s paternal grandparents Gady and Leota Bangs crossed the border from Arkansas to Texas around the turn of the century. They settled in the country between the small towns of Cooper and Enlow about ninety miles northeast of Dallas. Gady farmed, brewed bootleg whiskey, and drank, though not necessarily in that order. A broad, squat man with a penchant for oversize cowboy hats, he was as unpleasant and churlish as the plump, round-faced Leota was sweet and loving. The couple raised five daughters and two sons, including Conway Leslie, born on August 25, 1915. His middle name paid tribute to the sheriff of Delta County, but the family friend never did his namesake any favors. In fact, he was one of the men who sent Conway to prison.

Conway’s first arrest came a few months before his eighteenth birthday, six years after he dropped out of school in the seventh grade. Charged with four counts of burglary, he pleaded guilty to one in return for the others being dropped. Because of Conway’s age the judge suspended the five-year sentence, but the conviction stigmatized him nonetheless. One day in late 1934 a neighbor accused him of stealing some tools. Conway asserted his innocence, but the man wouldn’t listen. The boy flew into a rage and viciously beat his accuser with a wooden bucket. “If Conway saw someone being mistreated, man, he would jump right in there,” said his sister Imogene. “He could get angry, but usually when he got angry, he had a right to be angry. He wasn’t much of a talker, but when he did talk, it meant something. And if someone beat him, well, he’d just beat them right back.”

On January 15, 1935, a jury found Conway guilty of assault with intent to murder. District Court Judge Charles “Chuck” Berry sentenced him to five years for the beating and reinstated the original five-year sentence for burglary. Three weeks later Conway began serving his decade-long term at Huntsville. Among the habits noted on his prison record: intemperance, use of tobacco, and a disdain for organized religion. On the rare occasions later in life when he talked about his incarceration, Conway spoke of being whipped, beaten with chains, and strapped to a plow like a horse. One day he begged off the work detail, complaining of a headache and a painful swelling in the groin. The guards sent him out into the fields, and the next morning he collapsed. The mumps had brought on a case of encephalitis. The prison doctor told him he’d have died if he went without treatment much longer. As it was, he’d probably been rendered sterile.

Conway completed his sentence on September 11, 1945, and he moved back in with his parents. He found work driving dump trucks on construction sites in Dallas, which bustled during the postwar building boom. His younger sisters admired his rugged good looks and compared his hardened features to an outdoorsy Western version of Humphrey Bogart. Like his father, Conway sometimes drank to excess, but he was a docile drunk, where alcohol only made Gady meaner. The old man’s favorite rant was about the new religion that consumed so much of his wife’s time. Gady would stand in the doorway and curse Leota as she left for Bible study. “I hope you drive up a goddamn tree and kill yourself!” he’d shout. “Goddamn you and all your Gee-hovah’s Witnesses!”

Leota was unflappable. “Gady, honey, you just relax, and I’ll see ya back here in a little bit,” she’d coo while driving off with her friend, Norma Catching.

Conway would watch these scenes and shake his head. Norma was nine years his senior. She had already buried one husband and raised three children who were living on their own, but he was struck by her youthful beauty. Her quiet dignity in the face of his father’s vitriol impressed him, and he was glad that she didn’t seem to think less of him because he’d been to prison. He felt like a teenager whenever he talked to her, and he hated to see her go.
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The former Norma Belle Clifton was born to a family of strict Southern Baptists in the mountains of Pecos County, Texas, on September 14, 1906. When she was five years old, her parents, Hampton and Ophilia, packed the family into a horse-drawn wagon and set out for New Mexico. There Norma grew into a tall, pretty girl with a long, thin face, dark hair, and soulful eyes.

The Cliftons worked at a large ranch, and Norma was extremely popular with the other workers’ sons. At age fifteen she wandered away with a boy during a communal barbecue, and he raped her. It was years before she told anyone, because she knew that her father would have sought justice with a shotgun.

Around her eighteenth birthday, Norma met a tall, handsome man named Ben Harley Catching, who had served in the Army Ambulance Corps during World War I. Nightmares haunted his sleep, and he suffered from a painful back injury that required him to wear a heavy steel-and-leather brace. The couple married in 1925 and had three children—Ben Jr., Bill, and Ann—but Ben Sr. drank heavily, and he was not a loving husband or father. “If anything you’d have to call him brutal,” said his daughter, Ann. He disappeared for long stretches—off on a bender or a trip to the VA hospital—leaving Norma struggling to feed the family with a sack of flour and some hominy.

In 1935 Ben returned from one of his jaunts to find his wife praying with a colporteur, a traveling preacher who conducted Bible studies in the home. The man pitched his tent and stayed for a week, introducing the family to the teachings of the Jehovah’s Witnesses.

The religion traces its roots to the 1870s and a group called the Associated Bible Students. Founder Charles Taze Russell preached what was essentially traditional Calvinism on steroids, emphasizing the coming apocalypse. No other major Christian sectarian movement has been as insistent on prophesying the end of the world on such specific dates. The first of these was 1914, and while World War I seemed to fulfill some of the Bible Students’ expectations, the world did not in fact end. Pastor Russell died in 1916 without seeing his prophecies realized.

Russell was succeeded by his lawyer, Judge Joseph Franklin Rutherford. The judge helped take the movement to new heights by decreeing that every member of the congregation should participate in the early Christian practice of preaching from door to door. The Bible Students spread their message through The Watchtower magazine and a book entitled Millions Now Living Will Never Die, which set a new date for the beginning of the end. In 1925 the 144,000 saints or anointed ones mentioned at Revelation 14:1 would ascend into heaven to sit at God’s side. After Armageddon the rest of the faithful would celebrate eternal life in a new paradise on earth, while nonbelievers would be doomed to the fires for eternity.

Undaunted when 1925 also passed without incident, the faithful convened in Columbus, Ohio. They updated the catastrophic calendar once more, settling on a less specific “soon” and adopting a new name based on Isaiah 43:12: “Ye are my witnesses, saith Jehovah, and I am God.” When the colporteur visited the Catching family, the Jehovah’s Witnesses still numbered fewer than fifty thousand. Many of the men had been jailed for refusing to serve during World War I, and this stance held considerable appeal for Ben Catching, Sr. “When Daddy came back from the First World War, he hated anything that had to do with the government,” said his daughter, Ann. “When he began to read and get associated with the Witnesses, why, that just fit him perfectly. He could really separate himself from everything else.”

For Norma the Witnesses promised a life with strict moral guidelines, an order that had been sorely missing in her marriage. The couple and their three young children were baptized in 1936. In the years that followed, Ben Sr. became a forceful and convincing preacher, and word filtered back to the Watchtower Bible and Tract Society, the Brooklyn-based organization that administered the religion. The elders named Ben a special minister and charged him with organizing a congregation in the fertile cattle country on the banks of the Red River in Paris, Texas.

Charles and Virginia St. Clair were hardworking ranchers with seven towheaded children who’d been reading The Watchtower for some time when the Catchings arrived. The two families began Bible studies together. The former Virginia Bangs remained close to her family, and she frequently made the twenty-mile trip out near Enlow to preach to her mother and sisters. Ben Sr. baptized Leota Bangs and several of her daughters into the faith, but her husband Gady and their son Conway refused to heed the call.

Under Ben’s leadership the Paris congregation thrived. Few worshippers suspected that he showed one face at Kingdom Hall and another at home, and his occasional disappearances continued. On the night of July 4, 1944, he was en route to the veteran’s hospital in Dallas when he had some car trouble. Some family members say he was attempting to flag down help when he was struck and killed by a Greyhound bus. Others suggest that he stepped in front of the vehicle, ending his back pain forever. “I truthfully couldn’t say I missed him when he was gone,” said his daughter, Ann, “because there was finally peace and quiet.”

Ben’s two sons had already left home. At sixteen Bill lied about his age and joined the Navy, while seventeen-year-old Ben Jr. married Nina St. Clair, one of Charles and Virginia’s daughters. A short time later Ann wed Nina’s brother, Ray. Brother married sister and sister married brother, as the family explained. After the war the two couples joined the westward migration of thousands of veterans, settling thirty miles north of San Diego in the rural farm town of Escondido.

Norma suddenly found herself alone at the age of thirty-nine. She spent much of her time reading the Bible with her friend Leota Bangs, and on visits to the ranch she met Leota’s son, Conway Almost a foot shorter than her first husband, Conway was soft-spoken and unassuming where Ben Catching had been bold and assertive. Although he had recently been released from prison and was not a believer, Conway struck Norma as a good man who just hadn’t found the right path in life. “I guess I’m gonna have to marry the woman just to get rid of her,” he told his sisters. The couple wed in 1947 at the Kingdom Hall that Ben Catching built, and shortly thereafter they joined Norma’s children in Escondido.

The family trees of the Bangses, Catchings, and St. Clairs were now intertwined by three marriages, but this was not a warm, extended clan prone to communal gatherings or preserving family history. Most members believed that the world was going to end any day, and the family of God was the only one that mattered. They effectively formed a tight-knit cell inside the already claustrophobic world of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Fifty years later Ben Catching III would describe the environment that greeted his uncle Leslie as “the Closed Circle—nothing comes in, nothing goes out, and everything gets thrown away.”
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Conway worked hard in Escondido, but he always found the energy to push his son around the yard in a wheelbarrow or sit him atop a neighbor’s workhorse at the end of the day. He loved the boy and tried to do right by his family, but while Norma never talked down to him, he always felt inferior compared to the good Christian husbands and fathers at Kingdom Hall. The worse he felt, the more he drank.

One night midway through Leslie’s second year, Conway sat his son on the kitchen table, turned his back, and reached into the icebox for a beer. The toddler fell and hit his head on the floor with an awful thump. Conway rushed the screaming child to the same doctor who’d delivered him. The only damage was an ugly lump on the boy’s forehead that never receded, but Conway couldn’t forgive himself.

Shortly after Leslie’s second birthday his father went on a binge and didn’t return for several weeks. Norma had to leave Escondido and take a job as a cook on a ranch in a small town near the Mexican border. She
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At the Palomar School, Perris, California, 1951.

moved into a tiny apartment adjoining the kitchen, and Leslie played on the floor while she cooked for thirty men. About a month later, Conway woke up in his car on the side of a lonely road in northern Texas. He saw someone walking toward him, and he realized it was a vision of himself. He took it as a message to sober up and return to his family.

“You’re gonna take him back?” Ann asked her mother when Norma called with the news. “Of course,” Norma replied. A few weeks later Ann went down to visit them. “Welcome home; you were missed,” she told her stepfather. Conway cried as she hugged him. “How could you say that to me?” he asked. Ann just smiled. “Because you love my mother, and my mother loves you,” she said. “We just want you to watch yourself.”

From late 1951 through 1954, when Leslie was ages three through six, his parents lived and worked at the Palomar School, a boys’ ranch in Perris, California, that catered to the sons of the Hollywood elite. Norma cooked while Conway kept the grounds. Leslie grew up to become a bright and curious boy with chipmunk cheeks, a black cowlick, and a sly, knowing grin not unlike Beaver Cleaver’s. “You could just look at him and see the wheels turning,” said his half sister, Ann. Norma read to him constantly—the Scriptures, mostly, but also some children’s stories. “He could read when most children couldn’t pronounce the words,” said his aunt, Imogene Bangs. “It was just amazing.”

When Leslie enrolled in elementary school, the teacher encouraged his mother to let him skip a year and go right into the second grade, but Norma declined. Like many Witnesses, she didn’t value education beyond learning to read the Bible; she sent her son to school only because the law demanded it. In addition to attending services on Sundays and Bible studies several nights a week, Leslie often joined his mother in the “preaching work.” They knocked on the doors of nonbelievers and marched in the streets wearing placards bearing apocalyptic slogans such as what is your destiny? and do you know what time it is?

Conway usually waited in the car. He never opposed his wife, but he confessed his frustrations to his sisters. He didn’t understand why the
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Norma and Leslie in San Diego, 1953.
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The Banes family, 1955

religion forbade him from giving his son presents at Christmas, or why the Watchtower prohibited inoculations and blood transfusions. Deep down he disliked the Witnesses as much as his father, Gady, did.

In school Leslie became increasingly aware that the religion marked him as different. He was forbidden to salute the flag or recite the Pledge of Allegiance, and his mother didn’t let him participate in

sports or after-school clubs. These activities fostered what the Witnesses called “unwholesome relationships.”

Music did not play an important role in services at Kingdom Hall, and the Watchtower frowned upon playing instruments, but Leslie was increasingly drawn to what he perceived as a force for transcendence. “Music has been a fluctuating fanaticism with me ever since I heard ‘The Storm’ from the William Tell Overture on a TV cartoon about first grade,” he wrote. “Riding in the car through grammar school when songs like ‘There Goes My Baby’ would come on the radio … these are events you remember all your life, like your first real orgasm.”

More than twenty years separated Leslie from his half siblings, and he never felt a strong connection to them. His closest companion was his half brother’s son, Ben Catching III, four years his senior. On the clan’s complicated family tree, Ben was Leslie’s nephew, but the two grew up tighter than many brothers. The older boy called his uncle Les or “Skeeter,” short for “Mosquito,” because he always seemed to be buzzing around. Ben liked to play ball and ride his bike, but Les was a clumsy kid with no affinity for physical activities. “Skeeter was just this little guy who didn’t have a firm grip on boyhood things,” Ben said. Mostly they sat around reading Classics Illustrated comic books.

Stories such as Treasure Island and Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea fired Les’s imagination. By age eight he was drawing and writing in a notebook, extending the narratives past the points where Robert Louis Stevenson and Jules Verne left off. From there he progressed to writing original stories about a superhero he called Captain Applejack. One day Norma found him jumping up and down on his bed wearing a towel as a cape and yelling, “I am Superman, ruler of the world!” She chastised him, “No, God is the only ruler of the world.” Years later he noted that the seeds of his dissension from the Jehovah’s Witnesses were sown then and there.

“The drawer where I kept my Classics Illustrated collection was subject to stringent, arbitrary, and rather sudden swoops of censorship,” Les wrote at age twenty. “Things like The War of the Worlds by H. G. Wells and From the Earth to the Moon by Jules Verne, my literary mentor of the third grade, would suddenly appear in ripped piles atop the ashes when I’d go out to empty the trash into the incinerator on a winter morning. My mother thought science fiction was demented nonsense; all the Witnesses do. They hold that since the Bible never mentions life on other planets, there just must not be any, and no one can sway them from their conclusions. Typical example of Witness logic and dogma.”
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Les, Ben, and their childhood hero, Bill Catching.

After serving in the war in the South Pacific, Les’s half brother Bill settled in Hollywood and found work as a stuntman on films and TV shows such as The Cisco Kid, Seahunt, and Bat Masterson. He reconnected with the family after his father’s death, but he dreaded visiting because his mother always preached to him. Of course Les worshipped him. Bill figures he saw his half brother only ten times in his entire life, but he made an impact, especially during Les’s formative years. Bill sent Les scripts and encouraged him to rewrite them.

“I read a couple of them, and he came up with better stories than the originals,” Bill said. He also gave Les a subscription to the Heritage Book Club. Every month the mail brought a deluxe edition of a classic such as Moby-Dick or The Meditations of Marcus Aurelius. The boy invented his own library system, writing four-digit codes on the covers and stamping the books with the images he adopted as his insignia: an hourglass and the Looney Tunes character Sniffles, the shy mouse.

As much as he admired Bill, Les looked up to his father even more. Conway spent as much time with his son as possible, given the hours he worked and the fact that Norma was always dragging Les off to some church function. One of Les’s most vivid memories came from around age seven. Conway had to pick up a truckload of supplies in Los Angeles, and he took his son along for the trip. As they approached, they saw the dense smog hovering over the city. It made breathing difficult and caused their eyes to water, but it also resulted in a glorious sunset as the light was reflected by the clouds of pollution.

Sometimes you could find great beauty in the midst of ugliness, Conway observed. “The sky’s electric gash” was the phrase his son recalled, but Les wasn’t sure if it was something he came up with—a child’s spontaneous haiku—or an especially poetic line spoken by his truck-driver dad. Later in life he was never certain what he actually experienced with his father and what he imagined or idealized, though he was dimly aware of Conway’s binges. “Your dad isn’t feeling well,” Norma would say. After a few days Conway would indeed return looking gravely ill. His breath and his clothes would smell awful, and his complexion would be ghostlike.
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In the winter of 1956 Norma Bangs convinced her husband to move to Arizona. Ann and Ray St. Clair had relocated to Glendale, a suburb of Phoenix. Long her mother’s closest confidante, Ann now had two young sons, Les’s nephews Steve and John, and it wouldn’t be long before all the children could read their Bibles together.

Conway and his wife found jobs as the groundskeeper and cook at the Orne Ranch School between the towns of Mayer and Prescott, eighty miles northwest of Phoenix. Conway hated Arizona, and he drank heavily. “He didn’t like working ‘like a nigger,’ as he called it, cleaning up in the kitchen and doing what he called ‘menial nigger work,’ ” said his stepdaughter, Ann. He wanted a decent job in construction like his stepson
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Les with nephews Steve and John St. Clair in Glendale, Arizona, 1957.

Ben back in California. Norma replied that he’d never amount to anything unless he stopped drinking and devoted himself to the Lord. The couple separated in July 1957, and Conway left for the West Coast, promising to return for his family once he found steady work.

Ben Catching III traveled to Arizona that summer to spend his vacation with his grandmother and uncle at the ranch school. Twelve-year-old Ben and eight-year-old Les passed the days reading comics in the woods, free from Norma’s prying eyes. One morning she yelled for them to come inside, and they found her hurriedly packing their bags. She herded them into the backseat of her old Studebaker and set off for Glendale.

En route Norma turned and spoke to her son in the Southern drawl she inherited from her mother. “Your father is dead,” she said in a calm and emotionless voice. “He burned in a fire, but don’t worry; he had The Watchtower and Awake! beside his bed. He’ll be all right, because in the end he was with God.”

The Jehovah’s Witnesses do not grieve for the deceased. Death is simply an event like any other in this life—an act of God’s will. Les followed his mother’s example and sat in silence for the rest of the hourlong car trip. He refused to look at his nephew and just stared out the window at the sky.

Conway Bangs hadn’t been gone for long. He’d spent a few days hitching rides for the 385-mile trip from Arizona to Borrego Springs, California. There he’d linked up with Ralph Wagor, an old friend who had a cabin where he escaped to hunt and fish. Conway stayed there for a day or two before continuing west to Escondido. Wagor loaned him the keys to his place near Metcalf and Lincoln streets, and Conway arrived on the evening of Saturday, August 4, 1957. He dropped off his pack and went to quench his thirst at his old haunt, the Seven Points Roadhouse. When the bar closed, he staggered back down Escondido Boulevard and fell asleep on his friend’s couch.

Early Sunday morning Dr. Edward Calvert was awakened by the sound of a fire. He called the sheriff at 3:50 a.m. to report that the Wagor house two doors away was completely engulfed by flames. The blaze burned so swiftly that the walls and roof collapsed before the San Marcos Volunteer Fire Department arrived. Wagor’s brother and other relatives rushed to the scene and watched as firefighters sifted through the rubble and found a body burned beyond recognition. The family assumed the worst until someone noticed a wristwatch. Ralph didn’t own a wristwatch.

A few hours later Ralph Wagor came home and identified the remains. The death certificate described Conway as a “transient truck driver, age forty-one.” Cause of death: “partial cremation.” The Escondido authorities had never thought highly of the ex-con, and they didn’t work very hard to determine the cause of the fire. Conway had always been a chain-smoker, and some of his relatives believed he passed out drunk with a cigarette. “The only reason he hadn’t burned himself up before was because Mother was there,” said his stepdaughter, Ann.

Other family members were suspicious. “Somebody could have followed him home from that club,” said Conway’s sister Imogene. “We didn’t do any investigating, and now I wish we did. I just live with the regret.” His friend and stepson Ben Catching, Jr., suspected that Conway ran afoul of someone who took revenge through arson. No one put much stock in this theory—Ben Jr. was a good storyteller—but Les heard the talk from time to time when he was growing up.

John L. Rehwalt, servant of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, presided over the funeral on August 6. For the second time Norma buried a husband who had met a grim and untimely end. “The thing that made it so horrid was that there was no good-bye,” her daughter, Ann, recalled. “They scooped Conway up and sealed him in a stainless-steel box because there was just nothing left.”

Norma shed no tears, but that night she insisted that her son sleep with her, and she clutched him tightly to her breast. A rush of emotions overwhelmed Les as he shared his mother’s bed four months before his ninth birthday. There was anger at not being allowed to express his grief, shock in sensing his mother’s adult needs, and guilt that he was somehow expected to take Conway’s place. Then, too, there was the very real terror of death by fire. The Jehovah’s Witnesses talked constantly of the apocalypse, but it had become such a vivid reality for Les that he would later tell intimates he saw the glow and felt the heat of the flames that consumed his father.
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En route to Arizona, 1956.


chapter two
Birth of the Cool

Norma Bangs had been calmly calling from the kitchen for ten minutes when she finally lost her temper one night in late 1958. Her son lay on the floor in the living room listening to some infernal jazz music. She stormed in and dramatically turned off the old console record player that came with their rented rooms. “I said, ‘Will you please turn down that coon caterwauling!’ ” she screamed.

Ten-year-old Les simply looked up from his dog-eared Edgar Allen Poe paperback, flashed his sarcastic grin, and turned the phonograph back on.

After Conway Bangs’s death, his wife and son left Arizona and returned to Escondido. Norma got a job at a local diner, and Les entered the fourth grade at the Lincoln School. The three years that followed comprise the darkest period of his life. The rest of the family had moved on, and Norma and Les felt isolated and alone. In addition to what he later called the “paranoid restrictiveness imposed by my widowed mother and tightened by the Jehovah’s Witnesses,” Les had four enduring memories of this time.

The most pleasant recollection centered on scouring dusty antiques shops in search of Classics Illustrated. “Anyone who has ever devoted himself to collecting something and gotten hooked can well imagine the shock of pleasurable recognition and the heartswell of satisfaction as I stood in line, grimy coins saved secretly from twenty-five-cents-a-day lunch money,” Les wrote a decade later. “I never believed that anybody else in the world, much less Escondido, was possessed by the same Classical collectors’ virus.”

Another memory involved the night some bored teenagers corralled a stray cat that Les had been nurturing. They tied its head to the fender of one hot rod and its tail to the back of a second car, then slowly drove apart. Les also remembered being pummeled by the son of a Mexican migrant worker—”beaners,” his mother called them—and feeling as if he couldn’t fight back because he’d kill the boy. “He beat the shit out of me, but I couldn’t help it,” he wrote. “I pulled my punches because I was afraid of hurting him.”

Finally there was the middle-aged man who lured Les into his trailer and paid him cash and comics books in exchange for sex. The encounters continued for several months through Les’s eleventh year, but at the time he didn’t tell anyone because he felt that his mother and the church elders would somehow hold him responsible. Years later, after society became more aware of sexual abuse, he talked about these experiences in the tone of a detached observer. “Was he scarred by these incidents? I don’t know,” said his therapist, Phil Sapienza. “It was important enough to him to mention in the therapy room, but ‘scarred’ is maybe too strong a word. It had an impact.” Like most of Lester’s closest confidantes, Sapienza believes that the death of his father, his relationship with his mother, and the feelings of guilt and impending doom bestowed by the Jehovah’s Witnesses were the most potent sources of pain in his life.

In the summer of 1960 Norma announced that they were moving to El Cajon. Les happily turned his back on Escondido, “the city of my birth, my father’s death, and one thousand childhood shadows.” Plenty self-conscious on the page, he laughed when he wrote that line at age twenty. “Actually I’m kind of proud of this dark, distorted childhood mythology,” he admitted. “Looks good on a literary figure.”
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Located in a dusty valley surrounded on three sides by mountains, El Cajon took its name from the Spanish words for “the drawer” or “the box.” It experienced its first boom in the early 1900s, after a primitive wooden flume brought desperately needed water to irrigate the farmlands. An even more dramatic expansion followed World War II, when returning GIs arrived en masse in search of comfortable tract homes with nice backyards and two-car garages. “It’s a red hot town with red hot


prices,” a hyperbolic realtor told San Diego and Point magazine the year Norma and Les arrived, but you could still find the odd horse pasture, vineyard, or old frame house with a handmade sign announcing big red earthworms.

Every Saturday after Thanksgiving, many of El Cajon’s forty thousand residents lined Broadway to watch the annual Mother Goose Parade and greet celebrity hosts such as Timmy and Lassie. But there was another side to the town that the Chamber of Commerce didn’t talk about. Realtors had a “gentlemen’s agreement” to keep black families out, a practice known as redlining, and though it was only thirty miles from Mexico, El Cajon displayed few traces of Latino culture. The hills sheltered the town from winter winds as well as summer breezes, and the climate that boosters called “pleasant” could just as accurately be described as “stifling.”

Always renting and always hoping to find a nicer apartment, Norma and Les moved three times during their first few years in El Cajon, usually settling within a few blocks of Ben Catching, Jr., and his family. Les and his nephew became constant companions. Tall and skinny with a full head of curly brown hair, Ben Catching III towered over his awkward young uncle. Ben’s interests were turning away from cowboys and pirates as he entered his teens, but Les was advanced for his age, and they shared two key obsessions: music and literature.

The boys would con Norma into driving them to the Thrifty Drug Store to buy ice cream when they were really searching for comics and albums. They’d stow the contraband outside Les’s bedroom window and recover it once Norma went off to wait tables. At first Les loved the dramatic orchestral soundtracks to films such as Around the World in 80 Days and Ben-Hur—“any music that you could imagine having grand adventures to,” Ben said—but the swinging theme songs from TV action shows such as Peter Gunn and M Squad eventually prompted the boys to begin exploring the world of jazz. Dixieland, blues, Kansas City, bop—the style didn’t matter as long as the sounds were cool.

The intensity of his uncle’s passions often overpowered Ben. “I had other interests—I’d go out and play catch—but music and reading were everything for him,” Ben said. Music seemed to transport Les to another world. “My most memorable childhood fantasy was to have a mansion with catacombs underneath containing, alphabetized in endless winding dimly lit musty rows, every album ever released,” he wrote. Records held an almost mystical attraction for him, and he imagined that each had its own personality. “Once when I was in the seventh grade I went back to visit the town where I’d lived the year before to retrieve a copy of the Henry Mancini Mr. Lucky album which I’d loaned to a friend,” he wrote. “When I got back home I put the Mr. Lucky album into the record rack next to its old neighbor, the Peter Gunn album. Looking down on them sitting there like that, I felt glad for them. I was thinking that the two old friends, among the very first albums that I ever bought, must be delighted to see each other again after so long. Maybe they even had some interesting tales to relate.”

One afternoon in 1960 Miles Davis’s Birth of the Cool and Kind of Blue both turned up in the drugstore’s jazz bin. Ben bought the former because it had more songs on it, and he and Les got more than they bargained for. “Birth of the Cool was everything we ever wanted,” Ben said. “As soon as we heard that, it was all over.” Les concurred. “It all started with Miles for me,” he wrote. “Birth of the Cool and Miles Ahead and Porgy and Bess and Sketches of Spain and Jazz Track—man, I thought nobody else but me and my nephew remembered that record! The first side of that’s one of the greatest things of all time, music from depths of feeling few men can touch.”

The two started to become discriminating jazz aficionados. They
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Ben and Les in El Cajon, 1960.

scoffed at the stodginess of Down Beat, but they read every issue religiously. During the early 1960s Les ran through a procession of heroes: Miles yielded to Dave Brubeck, Brubeck to John Coltrane, and Coltrane to his ultimate favorite, bassist Charles Mingus. Years later he heard The Black Saint and the Sinner Lady as he lay on his bedroom floor in a cold sweat, playing it ten times in a row. “This was IT,” he wrote. “Babies being born, taxicabs honking, people fucking, couples fighting, the cries of lonely anguish that no one else hears in solitary rooms, children laughing, insurgents and guerrillas clashing, people of all sorts crying, shouting, and whooping for joy, stunned at the crossroads, and some of them dying.”

The boys were also developing other literary interests. They read The Catcher in the Rye several times, but they were even more impressed with a 1960 novel called Harry Vernon at Prep. “Les always had a copy with him,” Ben said. “It was a sacred text.” Franc Smith’s novel follows a con man who stumbles into a position teaching literature at a New Hampshire boarding school. It lampoons the “phonus bolonus” pomposity of stuffed-shirt academics while contending that the real intellectuals are self-taught free spirits like the hero, a pseudo-Beat poet. From there it was only a short jump to the Beats themselves.

Les dug the perverse humor and science-fiction imagery of William S. Burroughs and the passionate rhythms of Allen Ginsberg, but most of all he loved Jack Kerouac’s romantic novels about the search for spiritual transcendence. He borrowed On the Road from Ben and refused to return it, but he actually preferred The Subterraneans, the story of Kerouac, his “spade lover” Mardou, and their quest for kicks with a gang of self-styled intellectuals and poets. “Kerouac came roaring down each new highway hollering tokay haikus like a man possessed, moving on not from a sense of disenchantment but with a voracious and insatiable hunger for experience,” Les wrote. He felt a similar hunger and disillusionment, if not with American society in the shadow of the bomb, then at least with his mother’s church. He had started to embrace a new religion. “For me it was always Mingus—Mingus and Kerouac,” he wrote. “Those were my saints.”

Before entering the eighth grade in September 1961, Les took a summer-school class called Creative Writing and Drama. Norma disliked the idea, but she needed a place to send him while she was at work. In class he met a skinny, blond, bespectacled kid one year his junior named Roger Anderson. They swapped comic books and records, and one scorching afternoon they ran around under the sprinkler in Roger’s backyard shouting poetry and pretending to be Beatniks.

Les was in the process of reinventing himself. Following the model of the Beats, he turned his outsider status from a liability to an asset—or at least a persona. As he prepared to enter high school, he began to introduce himself, sign his homework, and byline his writings “Lester Bangs.” No one remembers why “Leslie” became “Lester.” Saxophonist Lester Young was no more of a hero than a dozen other jazz players, and Les had never especially disliked his given name (though some might consider it “feminine”). One day he simply was Lester, and that’s how it would be for the rest of his life.
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In 1962 El Cajon Valley High School still smelled of gas fumes from the auto shop and cow manure from the 4-H Club, but it also boasted a drama department with a separate theater, a well-appointed music building, and several brand-new tennis courts, all signs of the suburb’s growing prosperity.

As in any school there were different cliques. The coolest kids were the surfers, still a relatively new group. They were followed closely by the traditional jocks and cheerleaders. No one wanted to be known as a farmer. Lester was a whole new type—a suburban version of the Beatniks portrayed in Life magazine—and he relished the role. He grew his hair long, drank bottles of vanilla extract to get drunk on the alcohol, and laced chocolate shakes from Jack in the Box with nutmeg in an effort to get high.

Though he was bright and talented, Lester alienated many of his teachers with a blatant disdain for authority. He could break up the entire class with a well-timed wisecrack. Once he sauntered up to the vice-principal’s wife on the cafeteria lunch line and shouted, “Gimme an OJ baby!” He was suspended for two days for that one. Another time he was caught in biology class passing around a copy of Naked Lunch. That earned another two-day suspension. He had never been any good at sports, so he avoided gym at all costs. Coach Foster required a ten-page paper for every class a student missed; when Lester cut an entire week, he wrote a fifty-page story called “Hector the Homosexual Monkey.” This time he got a week’s suspension, but Norma succeeded in getting him permanently excused from Phys Ed. The Jehovah’s Witnesses did not believe in dodgeball.

Against his mother’s wishes, Lester became an active member of the drama and speech clubs. He stole the show as George in the drama club’s
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As a high school freshman.

production of Out of the Frying Pan and was up for the role of Tom in The Glass Menagerie. Everyone thought he was perfect for the part, but the director chose a more disciplined young thespian. Undaunted, Lester entertained his fellow actors with monologues by Lenny Bruce and Stan Freberg. Speech-club members were allowed to skip class to practice on campus, and Lester could often be found holding court on a bench by the tennis courts. Here he formed his own high-school gang of Subterraneans.

Roger Anderson’s parents were among the most liberal residents of El Cajon, and his mom wrote stories for true-confession magazines. Rob Houghton’s father was a plumber who moved the family west from Minnesota, and his mother wrote a column for the El Cajon Daily Californian. Both boys looked up to Lester and listened intently to his endless raps about drugs, sex, and music. Another pal in speech class characterized them in the title of an unfinished story: “The Guru, The Poet, and The Madman Three.”

All of them had a crush on the speech teacher, a grown-up Gidget named Barbara Brooks. Lester was her star pupil. In class he recited “Howl” and “The Sunflower Sutra” in his distinctive drawl—part Southern California hipster and part Okie hick. “You are most likely the best speech student this school has had,” Miss Brooks wrote in his junior yearbook. “You are also the most erratic, unorthodox, non-conforming person this school has had. Both/all of these can help you to succeed— in moderation and used wisely.”

In addition to being a dead ringer for the middle-aged Anaïs Nin, junior-English teacher Juanita Haliburton was a free spirit who devoted part of her class to creative writing. For the exam she played an album of electronic music and instructed students to write about whatever it inspired in them. Lester’s colorful prose validated her approach, and his enthusiasm infected the class. “It’s easy for him to be generous with other writers because he’s convinced he’s the greatest writer in the world,” she told Roger Anderson, and she didn’t say that she disagreed.

The following year Lester also thrived in senior English, though George Bascom’s methods differed dramatically. A conservative Southerner fond of white bow ties, he had been a leader in the initiative to ban the Dictionary of American Slang from California libraries because it contained the word “fuck.” He had no use for spontaneous prose, but he believed that Lester showed promise nonetheless. “He was just weltering in the glory that he could express himself, but he was always on the same note,” Bascom said in 1982. “He was brilliant. What he wanted was an education, and he didn’t care where he found it. If a teacher gave him a C in a course, it didn’t bother him. He wasn’t going to do something he had already conquered. He knew where he was going.”

In an effort to appear more writerly Lester took to smoking Chesterfields or a pipe and wearing button-down Oxfords under a beat-up black suit jacket. He discovered a book by Aleistar Crowley and imitated the occultist poet’s wild-eyed stare with the intention of using it on the dust jacket for his projected novel. “I used to dream of a critic writing somewhere that I was ‘possessed of a demonic style, burning with insane ferocity’ ” he wrote. “But where to score demonic ferocity in the ice-cream and television world of El Cajon?”

He fantasized about life in New York, and his friends had no trouble believing that Lester would make it there. In his 1965 yearbook Bill Swe-gles wrote, “One of these days, in an old café in a middle-everything town, I’ll pick up a magazine and read your name. I’m going to smile then and remember, and that little part you left me with will begin to bloom (and grow into a damn ugly weed). What I’m trying to say is that I don’t think you’ll ever be forgotten.”

Almost everywhere he went Lester carried a manila folder bulging with his prose. The poem “Bartók Images” evoked “waves of purple sound crested by mauve and dark green dragons,” while the short story “Between Light and Shade” followed the adventures of a Burroughsian exterminator. Both were published in the high school literary magazine, Thought. What he called his “books” were actually more like novellas. The Smashed Cathedral told a Burroughs-style tale of a homosexual street gang that defiled a Catholic church, The Adventures of Captain Applejack revived his childhood character as a superhero on the side of evil, and Death’s Head Ragas explored “a symbolic nightmare depicting the war between the life/energy instinct and the death/martyrdom instinct within myself.”

His nephew Ben remembered a long poem that Lester scribbled in chalk on the roof of a rented cottage on Chase Street. Years after Norma and her son moved out, Ben still wanted to go back and copy it down. But he also urged his uncle to drop the Burroughs fixation and develop his own voice. “My eternal critic,” Lester dubbed him. By 1964 their tastes had diverged. Ben didn’t care for the rock ’n’ roll that now dominated Lester’s listening, and though they shared some early experiments with marijuana, Lester quickly outdistanced his nephew with his drug adventures.

Sitting on the tennis court bench, Lester and his friends scrutinized the special issue of Life devoted to the drug menace, lusting after photos of exotic highs such as LSD, hashish, and magic mushrooms. “This impatience to gain the drug experience colored everything that came later,” Rob Houghton wrote. At the time the best they could do in El Cajon were morning glory seeds, belladonna, and—if they were lucky—the occasional handful of diet pills swiped from Lester’s new girlfriend.

A big girl with auburn hair and freckles, Andrea di Guglielmo was funny, theatrical, and vivacious. She lived in a development called Valley Village with her stepfather, half brother, and mom, another El Cajon housewife who became a writer after splitting from Andy’s dad. Andy listened to Barbra Streisand and Broadway musicals and loved to shop at the malls that dotted Mission Valley. She affected a Carnaby Street look, sporting coral lipstick and a polka-dot headband and zooming across campus wearing a long cape that trailed behind her. The star of the speech club barely noticed her, but she didn’t care. “I was madly in love,” she said.

To date, Lester’s experiences with the opposite sex had been furtive and few. At age twelve he copped a cheap feel from a woman in white toreador pants in the crowd at a demolition derby. “I couldn’t wait to run back to my hot-dog bleacher seat to brag it up to my four-years-elder nephew!” he wrote. He groped fellow Witness Sandra Wyatt under a blanket in the back of her parents’ station wagon after a trip to the San Diego Zoo, and he played footsie with Judy Bistodeau underneath the desks during freshman math. The closest he got to really scoring was with one of his teachers’ daughters, a college girl who struck him as the paradigm of the sensual older woman. They smoked marijuana as they lay on her bed
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