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FOR ROBERT P. LELAND, 1921–2004

The fact of the matter is, I’m not a bestseller because people aren’t educated enough yet: just wait and see what the Astronauts of the Year 2,000 B.C. [sic] will be reading on Venus and Mars (’t’wont be James Michener).
—Letter to Stella Sampas, 1965
[I] don’t know how to drive, just typewrite.
—Letter to Neal Cassady, 1953
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GROWING UP KEROUAC
Who are you indeed who would talk or sing to America? Have you studied out the land, its idioms and men?
—Walt Whitman, “By Blue Ontario’s Shore”

I’ll have seen 41 states in all. Is that enough for an American novelist?
—Kerouac, letter to sister, Caroline (Nin), 1947


IN October 1948, Jack Kerouac wrote to his friend Hal Chase that he had started a new novel, an “American-scene picaresque” about two boys hitchhiking to California, one for a girl, the other for Hollywood stardust. The characters would work crap jobs across the country, “arriving finally in California where there is nothing” and return home. The idea for the book obsessed him, he told Chase; it burst out of him in bars among strangers and in letters to friends across town.
Over the next two and a half years, he started and stopped the book, testing out different characters and situations. He tried Red Moultrie, a former minor-league outfielder and sometime safecracker; Warren Beauchamp, raised on a California ranch; Ray Smith, a hipster Boswell with natty clothes; Vern Pomeroy, a motherless child seeking his hobo father. Their early adventures included a stoner “tea party” and a pulpy jail episode among cons named “Yogi and the Hook, and Big Czech and Rocco and all the gunmen of Blood Inc.” One draft began with a supplication to God, like a prayer or a Homeric epic.
But Kerouac held constant about what the book should do. “[M]y writing is a teaching,” he noted in his journal, and this was the point, even if readers didn’t get it at first. “One of the greatest incentives of the writer is the long business of getting his teachings out and accepted.” He was twenty-six when he started composing the novel, shaking off a brief failed marriage and the death of his father, embarking on the next phase of his life. The new book would teach the way. To prepare, he wrote down eleven “true thoughts” about himself, many of them vanities he hoped to overcome along his characters’ travels. “I’m ready to grow up if they’ll let me,” he wrote. The product of his labors, he was sure, would be a “powerful and singularly gloomy book…but good.”
The book, of course, is On the Road, its title punning on Neal Cassady’s phrase for being high—“gone on the road.” By the time he sat down in April 1951 and speed-typed the tale on a 120-foot scroll of taped-together tracing paper, the characters had become Jack and Neal—under their real names—and the hoosegow and Big Czech were discarded, along with any natty haberdashery. The longest hitchhiking stretch ran only from Chicago to Denver. But the teaching imperative remained. Beneath its wild yea-saying, On the Road is a book about how to live your life.
Its form is simple and episodic, charting a friendship across five journeys, from winter 1947 to January 1951. Though the material came from Kerouac’s real life, he worked it with the license of a novelist. It took six years to get the manuscript published, making Kerouac a thirty-five-year-old boy wonder whose life was far from the one readers imagined: living mostly at his mother’s house, broke, working away at manuscripts that no one wanted to publish. When the book finally came out, on September 5, 1957, with the characters’ names changed for legal reasons, the success and attendant controversies all but destroyed him.
In the half century since its publication, On the Road has echoed anew through successive rebel youth movements, from the sixties counterculture to the alternative tribes of the post-9/11 era. “Woodstock rises from his pages,” wrote Kerouac’s friend William Burroughs, who appears as Bull Lee in the book. Bob Dylan said he cherished it “like a Bible” in his youth. Johnny Depp paid $15,000 for Kerouac’s old raincoat, and Jim Irsay, owner of the Indianapolis Colts, paid $2.43 million for the original scroll manuscript. Even among writers, it is not so much a literary model as a personal code. “There are two kinds of things guys like us do,” said Michael Herr, author of the Vietnam journal Dispatches, speaking to the novelist Robert Stone. “The things we do because we read Jack Kerouac and the things we do because we read Hemingway.” If you want to spot a rebel in a movie or television show, look for a copy of On the Road on his bookshelf.
But viewing the book through this filter provides a distorted picture, reflecting only what the marketplace has blessed over the years. Economists call this tendency “survivorship bias.” If Woodstock was a populist celebration of rebellion, according to the bias, then Kerouac must be a populist and a rebel. If he is a hero to adolescents, he must be an adolescent hero. Yet Kerouac was none of those things, and his intention for On the Road was not to promote Woodstock or rebellion any more than it was to sell Dockers. He had only regrets for the sectarian furies of youth culture, which he saw as divisive and negative. “Woe unto those…who believe in hating mothers and fathers, who deny the most important of the Ten Commandments,” he admonished. “[W]oe unto those who believe in conflict and horror and violence and fill our books and screens and livingrooms with all that crap.” His book contains twenty-three references to “kicks,” but as many to God or Jesus.
What has thrived in the market, in fact, is not Kerouac but Dean Moriarty, the fast-talking, mad-driving philosopher who initiates the narrator in the ways of the road. The Book of Dean is one of the most compelling rides in American literature, a perfect pop song: sexy, sideburned, hypnotic, all-consuming and consumed in an instant. It has a good beat and you can dance to it. But it is not the whole of On the Road.
John Clellon Holmes, whose 1952 Go is considered the first Beat novel, recalled that even people who met Kerouac confused him with his fellow traveler, at great cost to the author. Strangers expected him to be a walking party. “They weren’t looking in the right place,” Holmes said; “they weren’t looking at the work; they were looking at their image of the man, an image which they derived from the few works which they had read. They kept mixing Jack up with Dean Moriarty, in other words with Neal Cassady. They kept thinking he was Dean Moriarty but he wasn’t.”
Finding Paradise
So a first step in excavating On the Road is to separate Kerouac from Cassady, and Sal Paradise, the first-person narrator, from Dean Moriarty. This separation is not always easy, even for the characters. When Sal tries to put a little space between them in the book, leaving Dean behind in New York, Dean’s specter comes rampaging in pursuit: “a burning shuddering frightful Angel, palpitating toward me across the road, approaching like a cloud, with enormous speed, pursuing me like the Shrouded Traveler on the plain, bearing down on me. I saw his huge face over the plains with the mad, bony purpose and the gleaming eyes; I saw his wings; I saw his old jalopy chariot with thousands of sparking flames shooting out from it; I saw the path it burned over the road; it even made its own road and went over the corn, through cities, destroying bridges, drying rivers. It came like wrath to the West. I knew Dean had gone mad again.”
Sal’s book, then, is not Dean’s. If Dean is a pop single, Sal, like Kerouac, is the evolving opera: somber, God-pondering, watchful, confessional, given to teaching and learning. “What gloom!” Sal says after seeing Beethoven’s Fidelio in Colorado, echoing the baritone’s dungeon aria. “I cried for it. That’s how I see life too.” Dean spends the book racing away from the messes he makes of his life, while Sal tries to figure out how to live amid the mess handed him. Dean has his reasons for hitting the road—he is all reasons—but, like the reasons in a pop song, they are not the point. We all know the reasons for hitting the road. Sal’s reasons are those of a novel, to be developed over the course of the work, not in advance of it.
In a postwar culture that was discovering the magic of adolescence, the novel wrestles openly with the issue of how to grow up—how to adolesce. The question ultimately divides the two main characters. From Sal’s opening journey west, when he lives on a child’s diet of ice cream and apple pie, he crosses “the dividing line between the East of my youth and the West of my future,” knowing that the experience will change him. Dean, on the other hand, arrives in the novel fully formed, “the perfect guy for the road because he actually was born on the road.” His travels can only bring him toward a more childlike state, innocent of the wreckage he causes—blameless, an Angel, the Holy Goof. For Sal alone the road is a path of growth. As long as Dean remains a child, tempting Sal to do the same, Sal’s maturation can be a free choice, not a concession to social expectations or simply a product of age.

The Five Journeys
	July to October 1947: Sal joins Dean briefly in Denver, leaves by bus to San Francisco and back to New York.
	Christmas 1948: Dean picks up Sal in a Hudson roadster. With Ed Dunkel and Marylou, they visit Bull Lee in Louisiana, then continue to San Francisco. Sal takes the bus home.
	Spring 1949: Sal goes to Denver to find a home, gets bored, goes to Dean in San Francisco. They drive crazy travel-bureau cars back to New York.
	Spring 1950: Sal leaves Dean in New York, goes to Denver. Dean follows, wraithlike. With Stan Shephard, they drive to Mexico City, where Dean leaves Sal with dysentery.
	January 1951: Dean comes to New York, Sal abandons him for limo to Duke Ellington concert.



You might say, “Wait a minute, Kerouac didn’t mature, he sunk deeper into drink, insecurity and his mother’s toxic bosom.” But that’s reading On the Road as a memoir, not a work of fiction. Like any novelist, Kerouac constructed his story selectively, emphasizing or omitting details to develop themes, messing with time and character. “You’re not really writing a book till you begin to take liberties with it,” he wrote in his journal in 1949. “I’ve begun to do this with On the Road now.” He ends with Sal sober, at peace, ensconced in domestic life with a new flame named Laura, a great beauty who offers him cocoa and a home in her loft. Kerouac’s friends, on reading the manuscript, thought it lacked an ending, perhaps because the resolution was so far from Kerouac’s life. But Kerouac stuck with his ending through years of revisions, even as the loft and the life there receded to a brief, bitter memory. Novels are, among other things, expressions of faith in endings.
This faith leads Sal first toward Dean as a mentor and a liberator, then past him, until his final view of Dean is from the backseat of a Cadillac, with Dean standing on a cold New York street, “ragged in a motheaten overcoat,” and Sal warm inside with Laura, on their way to a Duke Ellington concert at the Metropolitan Opera House. Earlier Sal had asked, “What is that feeling when you’re driving away from people and they recede on the plain till you see their specks dispersing?” and had answered his own question—“it’s the too-huge world vaulting us, and it’s good-by. But we lean forward to the next crazy venture beneath the skies.” On these journeys Sal hopes to be judged as an adult, for what he produces, his writing; Dean will be judged as a child, for what he is. In due course Sal learns and dispenses many lessons, often in the form of parables and revelations, providing a guide to alternative adulthood: What Would Jack Do? Contrary to its rebel rep, On the Road is not about being Peter Pan; it is about becoming an adult. Its story is powerful and singularly gloomy…0. but good.
When it was published, in 1957, the best-selling novel in America was Grace Metalious’s Peyton Place, a saucy indictment of mill-town American values. Her success followed Sloan Wilson’s equally of-its-day The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, an indictment of suburban values and the rat race. Both books far outsold On the Road at the time, and both were made into successful movies. Yet nobody reads them today, and the movies endure mainly as kitsch. On the Road has remained a rite of passage because it is not an indictment of its times but an affirmative response. It survives because, like The Road Less Traveled or The Purpose Driven Life, it gives readers something they can use.
Sal’s lessons divide among four overlapping fields, each unsettled in the postwar boom. America had emerged from the war with half the world’s wealth and nearly two thirds of its machines, and with destructive capacities unmatched in history. It was creating suburbs, television, organization men, nuclear families, the car culture, Brando, McCarthy and rock and roll. Amid this tumult, Sal navigates distinct paths through the men’s world of work, money and friendship; the domestic turf of love, sex and family; the artist’s realm of storytelling, improvisation and rhythm; and the spiritual world of revelation and redemption. His lessons in all four areas remain relevant today—any reader picking up the book for the first time can apply them to questions that are as new to him or her as they were to Sal.
His lessons begin, appropriately, at the start of the road, with the book’s first parable.


THE PARABLE OF THE WET HITCHHIKER
[T]he things I write are what an editor usually throws away and what a psychiatrist finds most interesting.
—Remark to The San Francisco Examiner, 1957


FOR his first journey on the road, Sal rides the Seventh Avenue subway up to 242nd Street in the Bronx, the end of the line, then travels beside the Hudson River up to Bear Mountain. For months he’d studied books and maps of the West, enchanted by names like Platte and Cimarron and by legends of the pioneers. His plan is to hitchhike along the red line of Route 6 from Bear Mountain clear to Los Angeles, a single ribbon connecting sea to sea. In his imagination he’d practically seen the land unbuttoning. Now he is at the starting point and there is not a ride in sight. Rain mocks his wet huaraches; thunderclaps shake the hairy mountain. “[T]here’s no traffic passes through Route 6,” a man at a filling station tells him. Forty miles from home, and already his plans have led him astray.
Somewhere along the line, he believed, “there’d be girls, visions, everything; somewhere along the line the pearl would be handed to me.” But for now there is only a man telling him to take the bus toward Pittsburgh.
So the road begins not in kicks but in failure, with the book’s first lesson: He must leave behind the boyish certainties of books and learn to improvise, play the changes—diversify. “It was my dream that screwed up,” he realizes, “the stupid hearthside idea that it would be wonderful to follow one great red line across America instead of trying various roads and routes.” Even on this first journey he is after something: not just freedom and escape, which he has without asking, but their opposites, faith and engagement. Raised in the Catholic Church and steeped in the American romance of Walt Whitman, he’s on a quest, not a breakout or a mutiny. Sal wants to belong.
Kerouac spelled out this vision of the road in an unmailed letter to Hal Chase in 1947. Conceding his poor track record at domestic life, he wrote of his wanderlust, “I know some people who would regard it as a kind of recidivous childishness. And yet I know some people who would regard it as a step ahead…a purposeful energetic search after useful knowledge.” He saw himself following in the path of Mark Twain, producing significant work while living in a “vast and significant way.” Above all, he reminded himself, “heroism is still my goal.”
In its parables and meditations, the road offers Sal a way around the decidedly unheroic battles fought in Peyton Place and The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. He wants to become a man, but not like the examples of manhood that surround him. “This is the story of America,” Sal laments at one point, finding himself among complacent workers. “Everybody’s doing what they think they’re supposed to do.” We’ve become accustomed to describing such discontent as rebellion, in part because the market loves rebellion, but Sal does not really rebel. He just moves on, navigating through the adult male specimens without making them his problem: the corporate drone, the fat phony businessman, the persnickety intellectual naysayers of New York. It is a neat literary sidestep, often unremarked. These grown men are all somehow infantilized, stunted short of authentic maturity. Their roads are not for Sal—nor, finally, is Dean’s serial profligacy.
The Parable of the Wet Hitchhiker is the first step in his maturation. On its surface, it is an attempt by Sal to be like his friend. Dean has just blown into town, captivated everyone with his manic energy and pendulous sexuality, and blown out again. “I promised myself to go the same way,” Sal says, watching “our wrangler” disappear into the West. Dean enters the novel like a happy virus, infecting everyone in his path. (Cassady’s visit had a literal epidemiology as well, according to Kerouac’s biographer Gerald Nicosia—he gave everyone crabs, “one of the less literary influences of Neal Cassady.”)
In these opening scenes, Sal echoes the restlessness of another vagabond narrator, Ishmael, from Moby-Dick. Melville, who had fallen into obscurity before his death in 1891, was rediscovered by the Greenwich Village bohemians of the twenties and by Kerouac’s time was required reading for hipsters. Kerouac felt a special kinship. His own first, unpublished novel, The Sea Is My Brother, recounted his days as a scullion in the merchant marine, and he likened On the Road’s form to “Melville of Confidence Man & parts of Moby Dick.” In the scroll draft, the narrator calls himself “a veritable Ishmael” heading out on his first journey.
So it is worth revisiting Ishmael’s opening lines: “Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping into the street, and methodically knocking people’s hats off—then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can. This is my substitute for pistol and ball. With a philosophical flourish Cato throws himself upon his sword; I quietly take to the ship.”
Like Melville’s Captain Ahab, Dean will prove a destructive leader, and the road a trial, not a joyful escape. Both narrators know what they’re getting into. As Ishmael says, following Ahab, “I gave myself up to the abandonment of the time and the place; and while yet all a-rush to encounter the whale, could see naught in that brute but the deadliest ill.” Sal refers to Dean explicitly as “that mad Ahab at the wheel” and the road as a ribbon of sea. Sal will have


*Raskolnikov is the protagonist of Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment. Stephen Dedalus is the hero of Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. George Webber belongs to Thomas Wolfe’s You Can’t Go Home Again and The Web and the Rock. Duluoz is Kerouac’s own fictionalized name.

* In spring 1949, Burroughs was serving time for possessing illegal drugs and guns in New Orleans. Ginsberg was locked up for handling stolen goods in New York. So were Herbert Huncke, a Times Square thief and heroin addict who gave the group the word “Beat,” and Vicki Russell, who taught them how to use over-the-counter Benzedrine inhalers. Kerouac had not heard from Cassady and imagined he was in jail as well.

* Carl Solomon, to whom Ginsberg dedicated Howl, accepted and then rejected Kerouac’s manuscripts for his uncle’s publishing company, Ace paperbacks. Robert Giroux bonded with Kerouac while editing The Town and the City but rejected On the Road.

* In the scroll draft these are piss and puke—no telling why Kerouac got all arty about it.
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