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About the Author

Jack Kerouac was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1922. Educated by Jesuit brothers in Lowell, he decided to become a writer at age seventeen and developed his own writing style, which he called ‘spontaneous prose’. He used this technique to record the life of the American ‘traveler’ and the experiences of the Beat Generation, most memorably in On the Road and also in The Subterraneans and The Dharma Bums. His other works include Big Sur, Desolation Angels, Lonesome Traveler, Visions of Gerard, Tristessa, and a book of poetry called Mexico City Blues. Jack Kerouac died in 1969.
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Me and Grandpa

Ain’t never nobody loved me like I love myself, cept my mother and she’s dead. (My grandpa, he’s so old he can remember a hunnerd years back but what happened last week and the day before, he don’t know.) My pa gone away so long ago ain’t nobody remember what his face like. My brother, ever’ Sunday afternoon in his new suit in front of the house, out on that old road, and grandpa and me just set on the porch rockin and talkin, but my brother paid it no mind and one day he was gone and ain’t never been back.

Grandpa, when he was alone, said he’d ten’ the pigs and I go mend the fence yonder, and said, ‘I seed the Lawd come thu that fence a hunnerd years ago and He shall come again.’ My Aunt Gastonia come by buttin and puffin said that it was all right, she believed it too, she’d seen the Lord more times than they could ever count, and hallelujahed and hallelujahed, said, ‘While’s all this the Gospel word and true, little Pictorial Review Jackson’ (that’s me) ‘must go to school to learn and read and write,’ and grandpa looked at her plum in the eye like if’n to spit tobacco juice in it, and answered, ‘Thass awright wif me,’ jess like that, ‘but that ain’t the Lawd’s school he’s goin’ to and he shall never mend his fences.’

So I went to school, and came on home from school the afternoon after it and seed nobody would ever know where I come from, if what they called it was North Carolina. It didn’t feel like no North Carolina to me. They said I was the darkest, blackest boy ever come to that school. I always knowed that, cause I seen white boys come by my house, and I seed pink boys, and I seed blue boys, and I seed green boys, and I seed orange boys, then black, but never seed one so black as me.

Well, I gave this no never mind, and ’joyed myself and made some purty pies when I was awful little till I seed it rully did smell awful bad; and all that, and grandpa a-grinnin from the porch, and smokin his old green pipe. One day two white boys came by seed me and said I was verily black as nigger chiles go. Well, I said that I knowed that indeedy. They said they seed I was too small for what they was about, which I now forget, and I said it was a mighty fine frog peekin from his hand. He said it was no frog, but a TOAD, and said TOAD like to make me jump a hunnerd miles high, he said it so plain and loud, and they skedaddled over the hill back of my grandpa’s property. So I knew they was a North Carolina, and they was a toad, and I dreamed of it ’at night.

On the crossroads Mr Dunaston let me and old hound dog sit on the steps of his store ever’ blessed evenin and I heard the purty singin on the radio just as plain, and just as good, and learned me two, th’ee, seben songs and sing them. Here come Mr Otis one time in his big old au-to, bought me two bottles Dr Pepper, en I took one home to grandpa: he said Mr Otis was a mighty fine man and he knowed his pappy and his pappy’s pappy clear back a hunnerd years, and they was good folks. Well, I knowed that: and we ’greed, and ’greed Dr Pepper allus did make a spankin’ good fizzle for folkses’ moufs. Y’all can tell how I ’joyed myself then.

Well here’s all where it was laid out. My grandpa’s house, it was all lean-down and ’bout to break, made of sawed planks sawed when they was new from the woods and here they was all wore out like poor dead stumplewood and heavin out in the middle. The roof was like to slip offen its hinges and fall on my grandpa’s head. He make it no mind and set there, rockin. The inside of the house was clean like a ear of old dry corn, and jess as crinkly and dead and good for me barefoot as y’all seed if you tried it. Grandpa and me sleep in the big old tinkle-bed and gots room all over, it’s so big. Hound dog sleep in the door. Never did close that door till winter come. I cut the wood, grandpa light it into stove. Set there eatin peas and greens and sassmeat and here’s a BIG spoon and eat a lot till my belly’s all out – when they was a lot. Well, Aunt Gastonia, she brings us food, here, there, last week, next month. Bring us sassmeat, storebread, streak-a-lean. Grandpa grow the peas in the field, and grow the corn field by the fence, and then we fetched the pigs what we grind outen our moufs cause we cain’t chaw it. Hound dog eat too. House set in the middle of the field. Yonder’s the road, sand road all wore hard and pebbly, and the mules comin’ up and every now’n then a big au-to thrown up a fine cloud a mile high and me smellin it ever’where and sayin to myself, ‘Now what fo the Lawd don’t make hisself mo clean?’ Then I snups out me nose, Shah! Well, over yonder is Mr Dunaston’s store at the crossroads, and then the piney woods wif old crow settin ever’ mornin on the branch jess cra-a-cra-a-kin, to beat hisself, and me say cra-cra-cra-cra jess like he do, and I gotsa laugh, ever’ morning, hee hee hee, it tickle me so. Then yonder th’ other way is Mr Dunaston’s brother’s tobacco, n’a big, big house Mr Otis live in, and Miz Bell’s house in the middler the field and Miz Bell she like to be as old as grandpa and smoke the pipe jess like he do. Well, she like me. Ever’ night ever’body sleep in this house and that house and ever’ house, and the only thing you can hear is a old owl – hooo! hooo! – out in the woods, and yek! yek! yek! all the bats, and the yowlin hound dogs, ’n the cricket-bugs a-creakin’ in the dark. Then there’s the choo-choo out by TOWN, y’know. Only thing you can’t hear is a old spider spinnin his cobweb. I go on in the shanty and break a cobweb – after I wipe myself that old spider, he make ’nother cobweb for me. Up yonder in the sky, they’s a hunnerd motion stars and here on the ground hit’s as wet, as like to’d rain. I gets me in the bed and grandpa say, ‘Boy, keep your big wet feet from me!’ but in a little bitty while my feets is dry and I’se tucked in good. Then I see the stars thu the window n’ I sleep good.

Y’all can tell how I ’joyed myself then?
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What Happened

Po grandpa, he never get up one mornin, and ever’body come over from Aunt Gastonia’s and said he was ’bout to die of misery. On grandpa’s pillow I laid my head down and HE tell me it ain’t so. And he yell to the Lord to git ever’body outen the house except the good hound dog. Hound dog set a-whinin’ under the bed and lick grandpa in the hand. Aunt Gastonia shoo him out. ‘Hound dog, shoo!’ Aunt Gastonia wash my face at the pump. Aunt Gastonia, she put the rag in my ear and stop up the ear and take her finger and turn and turn till I’se ’bout to die. Well, I cry. Grandpa cry too. Aunt Gastonia’s son, he run and he run down that road and pooty soon, here come Aunt Gastonia’s son run and run back up the road and zip-zip I never seed nobody run s’fast. Then here come Mr Otis in his big old au-to and pull right in front of the house. Well, he was a pow’ful tall man with yaller hair, you know, and he ’membered me, and says, ‘Well there, what’s to become of you, li’l boy?’

Then he take grandpa by the hand, and roll up his eyeballs, and fish in the black satchel fo a thing he listens with, and listen, and ever’body else lean close and listen, and Aunt Gastonia slap her son away, and Mr Otis ’bout to tap grandpa with one hand under th’other on grandpa’s chest, when him and grandpa gits they eyes fixed on theirselves all sow’ful and Mr Otis stop what he doing. ‘Ah, old man,’ Mr Otis say to grandpa, ‘and how have you been?’ And grandpa show his yaller teeth in a grin and he say, and he cackle, ‘Yonder’s the pipe, hit’s a pow’ful smokin-pipe,’ and wink at Mr Otis. Nobody know what he talk like that fo, but Mr Otis he know and grandpa he laugh so much he jess shake like the tree when the possum climb up in it. Mr Otis says ‘Where?’ and grandpa point to the shelf, still a’cacklin and ’joyin Mr Otis so. Well, he sho liked Mr Otis ever so much. Up yonder on the shelf so high I never seed it, Mr Otis fetched a pipe they was talkin about. It was made outen corncob and it was the biggenest best pipe grandpa made. Mr Otis, he looks at it so sow’ful I never seed that man so. He say, ‘Five years,’ and that’s all he say, ’case that was the last time he seed grandpa, and grandpa knowed it.

After a bit, grandpa fell asleep, and ever’body stand around talkin till I cain’t see how anybody can sleep, and here’s what they said. They said grandpa was mighty sick and would die for sho, and me, li’l Pic, well what was they t’do with me? Oh, it was a tar’ble lot of cryin they was doing. Aunt Gastonia and her friend Miz Jones, ’case they loved grandpa like I do, the son he cry too, and all the little bitty chiles that come in the door from the road t’see. Hound dog, he whined outdoor t’come in. Mr Otis, he told ever’body t’stop worryin’ their minds so, mebbe grandpa be all right soon, but he’d no fo-sure about it, so he’s gwine see about sendin grandpa to the hospital, and there he be all right. Ever’body ’gree this is what to do and’s grateful to Mr Otis, ’case he pay with all his money t’see grandpa try to get good again. ‘The boy,’ he say, t’ Aunt Gastonia, ‘you sure your husband and your father see eye to eye with you ’bout keepin that boy?’ And she say, ‘The Lord shall bring mercy unto them.’ And Mr Otis say, ‘Well, I don’t reckon it will be so but you take good care of him, hear, and let me know if ever’thing’s all right.’ Lordy, I cry when I heard ever’thing and ever’body talkin so. Oh Lordy, I cry when they takes poor grandpa and carry him to the car like some old sick run-over hound dog and lay him in the back seat, and carry him off to the hospital. I cry, Aunt Gastonia she close grandpa’s door, and he never close it, never did once close it for a hunnerd years. The tar’ble fear make me sick and like to drop on the ground and dig me a hole and cry in it, n’hide, ’case I never seen anything but this house and grandpa all my born days, and here they come draggin me away from th’empty house and my grandpa’s done died on me and can’t help hisself dyin. Oh Lord, and I remember what he say ’bout the fence and the Lord, and ’bout Mr Otis and ’bout my big wet feet, and remember him so awful recent and him s’far gone, I cry, and shame ever’body.
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