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ON THE ROAD

Jack Kerouac was born in Lowell, Massachusetts, where, he said, he ‘roamed fields and riverbanks by day and night, wrote little novels in my room, first novel written at age eleven, also kept extensive diaries and “newspapers” covering my own-invented horse-racing and baseball and football worlds (as recorded in novel Doctor Sax).’ He was educated by Jesuit brothers in Lowell. He said that he ‘decided to become a writer at age seventeen under influence of Sebastian Sampas, local young poet, who later died on Anzio beach head; read the life of Jack London at eighteen and decided to also be a lonesome traveler; early literary influences Saroyan and Hemingway; later Wolfe (after I had broken leg in Freshman football at Columbia read Tom Wolfe and roamed his New York on crutches).’

Kerouac wished, however, to develop his own new prose style, which he called ‘spontaneous prose.’ In it he recorded the life of the American ‘traveler,’ and the experience of the Beat generation of the 1950s. This may clearly be seen in his most famous novel On the Road, and also in The Subterraneans and The Dharma Bums. Other works include Big Sur, Desolation Angels, Lonesome Traveler, Visions of Gerard, Tristessa, and a book of poetry called Mexico City Blues. His first more orthodox published novel was The Town and the City. Jack Kerouac, who described himself as a ‘strange solitary crazy Catholic mystic,’ was working on his longest novel, a surrealistic study of the last ten years of his life, when he died in 1969, aged forty-seven.

Ann Charters, Professor of English at the University of Connecticut, has been interested in Beat writers since 1956, when as an undergraduate English major she attended the repeat perfomance of the Six Gallery poetry reading in Berkeley where Allen Ginsberg gave his second public reading of Howl. She began collecting books written by Beat writers when she was a graduate student at Columbia University, and after completing her doctorate she worked with Jack Kerouac to compile his bibliography. After his death she wrote the first Kerouac biography and edited his posthumous collection, Scattered Poems. She has written a literary study of Charles Olson and biographies of black entertainer Bert Williams and (with her husband) the Russian poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. She was the general editor of the two-volume encyclopedia The Beats: Literary Bohemians in Postwar America and has published a collection of her photographic portraits of well-known writers in the book Beats & Company.



Introduction

Shortly before midnight on Wednesday, September 4, 1957, Jack Kerouac and Joyce Johnson, a young writer he was living with, left her apartment on the Upper West Side in New York City to wait at a newsstand at Sixty-sixth Street and Broadway for the next day’s New York Times to come off the delivery truck. Kerouac had been alerted by his publisher that his novel On the Road would be reviewed in that issue, and so they bought the first copy of the Times they could pull from the stack. Standing under a street lamp, they turned the pages until they found the column ‘Books of the Times.’ The reviewer was Gilbert Millstein, and he had written:


On the Road is the second novel by Jack Kerouac, and its publication is a historic occasion insofar as the exposure of an authentic work of art is of any great moment in any age in which the attention is fragmented and the sensibilities are blunted by the superlatives of fashion … [The novel is] the most beautifully executed, the clearest and most important utterance yet made by the generation Kerouac himself named years ago as ‘beat’ and whose principal avatar he is.



Just as, more than any other novel of the Twenties, The Sun Also Rises came to be regarded as the testament of the Lost Generation, so it seems certain that On the Road will come to be known as that of the Beat Generation.

Kerouac and Johnson took their copy of the newspaper to the dim light of a booth in a neighborhood bar and read the review over and over. Jack kept shaking his head, she remembered later in her memoir Minor Characters, ‘as if he couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t happier than he was.’ Finally they returned to her apartment to go to sleep. As Joyce recalled, ‘Jack lay down obscure for the last time in his life. The ringing phone woke him the next morning and he was famous.’

What the reporters wanted from Kerouac the next day, and demanded of him for the rest of his life, were explanations of ‘Beat,’ not interviews about his writing. He had published a book that the Village Voice reviewer called ‘a rallying cry for the elusive spirit of rebellion of these times.’ Two weeks before, Allen Ginsberg’s book Howl and Other Poems had been the subject of a widely publicized obscenity trial in San Francisco that had not yet been decided; then in October, Judge Clayton Horn ruled that Ginsberg’s poetry had ‘redeeming social importance.’ Ginsberg had dedicated Howl to his friends Carl Solomon, Jack Kerouac, William Burroughs, and Neal Cassady, beginning his poem with the line, often quoted by the press, ‘I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked …’ The Beat Generation was news, and Kerouac had been officially dubbed its chief incarnation in human form.

In On the Road Kerouac had supposedly defined a new generation, and he was besieged with questions about the life-style he had described in his novel. The reporters didn’t care who he was, or how long he’d been working on his book, or what he was trying to do as a writer. At first Kerouac’s standard response to their questions – delivered, as Joyce Johnson remembered, with ‘weirdly courteous patience’ – was to define the term ‘Beat,’ which he’d first heard more than a decade before, used by a Times Square hustler named Herbert Huncke to describe a state of exalted exhaustion, but which was also linked in Jack’s mind to a Catholic beatific vision, the direct knowledge of God enjoyed by the blessed in heaven. This line of thought was obscure to most interviewers, who wanted a glib quote rather than a religious derivation of a hip slang term.

Kerouac’s explanation that he’d been on the road for seven years but had needed only three weeks to write his novel didn’t help the situation, either. When Kerouac was featured on the Steve Allen show as a best-selling author, Allen quipped that he would have preferred to spend three weeks on the road and seven years writing the book, instead of the way Jack had done it. Kerouac’s boast that he’d created the original On the Road manuscript nonstop in a three-week burst of writing prompted author Truman Capote to sneer, ‘That isn’t writing; it’s typing.’ Kerouac finally complained, ‘Wasn’t there a time when American writers were let alone by personality mongers and publicity monsters?’ The media response was so unrelenting that another generation would grow up before Kerouac was accepted as a serious writer with a unique prose style as well as a compelling vision of life. On the Road became an American classic long before he did.

Kerouac was thirty-five years old when On the Road was published, and later it would seem he had spent the first part of his career trying to write the book and get it published, and the rest of his life trying to live it down. One problem was that he was supposedly the spokesman for a new generation. The other problem was that his portrait of ‘Dean Moriarty’ in the novel was so exhilarating that reporters expected him to live up to its image, despite his insistence that he was the character ‘Sal Paradise,’ who had ‘shambled after’ Dean in their cross-country trips.

Interviewers weren’t interested in ‘Sal Paradise’ or in Kerouac’s life as a writer between his trips on the road. They put down their pencils when he told them he came from a French-Canadian family; they turned a deaf ear when he said that he loved America because it had opened its doors to his immigrant parents; they thought he was kidding when he tried to explain that he wasn’t ‘beat’ but a ‘strange solitary crazy Catholic mystic,’ and that he wouldn’t have been able to write as much as he did if he didn’t live ‘a kind of monastic life’ at home with his mother most of the time. None of this sounded as exciting as Moriarty’s exuberant personality or the emergence of a Beat Generation. Yet what the publication of On the Road signified was much more enduring than newspaper headlines. Years after Kerouac had struggled to find a personal voice, he had finally been heard.

Jack Kerouac was born Jean-Louis Lebris de Kerouac in Lowell, Massachusetts, on March 12, 1922. His parents, Leo and Gabrielle, had immigrated separately from rural Québec to New Hampshire, where they met and married shortly before moving to Lowell. The family lived in French-Canadian neighborhoods in Lowell and spoke the French-Canadian dialect of joual in their home. It was Kerouac’s first language. He spoke it for the rest of his life in conversations with his mother, whom he called ‘Mémêre.’ He didn’t learn to speak English fluently until he was six years old and began attending parochial school.

In 1939 Kerouac graduated from Lowell High School as a star athlete, winning a football scholarship to Horace Mann preparatory school and Columbia University. He played football as a Columbia freshman, but dropped out of school after quarreling with the football coach in his sophomore year. At the age of nineteen, as he later said, he was ‘independent, nutty with independence, in fact,’ and decided that he didn’t need to finish college because he ‘had his own mind.’ He wanted to become ‘an adventurer, a lonesome traveler,’ so that he could be a great American novelist in the tradition of Jack London and Thomas Wolfe.

Working as a merchant seaman during World War II, Kerouac began a novel called The Sea Is My Brother, which he finished in 1943. He became even more determined to be a writer after he became friends with a group of people around the Columbia campus in the summer of 1944. This group formed the nucleus of what would later be called the Beat Generation, and some of its members would appear as characters in On the Road. Through Edie Parker, a woman studying art at Columbia who was introduced to him by an old prep school friend, Kerouac met Lucien Carr and Allen Ginsberg, then Columbia undergraduates, and William Burroughs, a Harvard graduate living in New York. Carr was from a wealthy family in St Louis and had been expelled from several schools before attending Columbia; Ginsberg, then an eighteen-year-old freshman, was the son of a New Jersey high school English teacher and poet. Burroughs, a grandson of the founder of the Burroughs Office Machine Company, was living on an income from his parents and beginning to experiment with drugs through contacts with various suppliers like Herbert Huncke in Times Square and others on the Lower East Side.

Lucien Carr remembered that in the mid-1940s he and his friends were ‘a rebellious group’ who were ‘trying to look at the world in a way that gave it some [new] meaning. Trying to find values … that were valid. And it was through literature that all this was supposed to be done.’ From reading French Symbolist poetry, Carr had the idea of creating a ‘New Vision’ critical of all existing social conventions. As Ginsberg wrote in his journal, they experimented with drugs to facilitate their discovery of a new way of life that would enable them to become great writers. ‘The poet becomes a seer through a long, immense, and reasoned derangement of all the senses. All shapes of love, suffering, madness. He searches himself, he exhausts all poisons in himself, to keep only the quintessences …’

Burroughs, several years older than Carr and Ginsberg, was skeptical of their chaotic attempts to articulate a new philosophy. He took on the role of their ironic mentor, insisting they read Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West to balance their infatuation with the French poet Arthur Rimbaud. Kerouac admired the ‘terrible intelligence and style’ of his New York friends. As he wrote in Vanity of Duluoz, he thought this ‘clique was the most evil and intelligent buncha bastards and shits in America but had to admire [them] in my admiring youth.’

Between his friends and family, Kerouac began leading a kind of double life that he was never able to resolve. He divided his time between wild ‘experiments’ with the Columbia group using different drugs – Benzedrine, morphine, marijuana, alcohol – and a straight life in his parents’ working-class household. In August 1944 he found himself involved in a manslaughter case after Carr stabbed David Kammerer, another member of the group, in self-defense with a Boy Scout knife. Carr asked Kerouac to help him dispose of the evidence, and Jack was arrested as a material witness for not reporting the homicide. When Leo Kerouac refused to put up $100 to bail his son out of jail, telling him he’d disgraced the family name, Edie Parker came up with the money, on the condition that Jack first marry her in City Hall. He was released from jail, but they separated soon afterward. Kerouac signed aboard another merchant ship, then returned to his friends in New York. He took so many drugs with them that finally his health began to suffer, and he was hospitalized after an attack of phlebitis brought on by excessive Benzedrine use.

Leo and Gabrielle had moved from Lowell to Queens, and after leaving the hospital, Jack stayed home to nurse his father, who died of cancer in 1946. Grief-stricken, Jack decided to write a ‘huge novel explaining everything to everybody’ that he hoped would redeem him in his family’s eyes. Mémêre continued working at her factory job to support him through the writing of the book. Kerouac titled this novel The Town and the City, and he worked on it for two years. He kept notebooks to record the process of his manuscript, including hymns and prayers that strengthened his belief that with the writing of the book he would create something that would make his family proud of him.

The Town and the City, like everything else Kerouac was to write, was autobiographical. He later said, ‘I used various friends and girlfriends, and my own parents, to form a large family, the Martin family,’ whose activities the book chronicles from 1935 to the end of the Second World War. In the book, Kerouac dramatized his own conflict between his nostalgia for his family life in Lowell and the irresistible attractions of New York City by contrasting the experiences of two Martin brothers, Peter and Francis, both projections of different aspects of himself. There was no easy resolution of their differences, which reflected the clash of values within himself.

Contrary to his expectations, Kerouac did not find himself ‘redeemed’ after he had written The Town and the City. He finished the novel in May 1948 and it was published to tepid reviews two years later, but it sold poorly, so he was as dependent on his mother’s income as before. Even more important to him, he had taken the style and structure of Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel as his literary model, and he was dissatisfied with the conventional result.

Something else was happening in Kerouac’s life at this time, as important as his determined efforts to become a writer. In December 1946, shortly after he’d begun The Town and the City, Kerouac’s friends introduced him to a visitor from Denver, Neal Cassady, who had ridden a Greyhound bus to New York with his teenage wife, LuAnne, in order to visit his friend Hal Chase, a student at Columbia. Cassady would become the model for the character Dean Moriarty in On the Road years later. Kerouac had been reading Cassady’s letters to Hal Chase from the Colorado reformatory before they met, and Jack was curious about him. Born in Salt Lake City, Utah, in 1926, Cassady grew up in Denver, living with his alcoholic father in skid row hotels. As a teenager, he’d served time in the reformatory for stealing cars and joyriding, but he’d decided he wanted to try to attend Columbia after encountering the Harvard Classics in the prison library.

Cassady gave up his vague plans to get into Columbia after Hal Chase introduced him to Ginsberg and Kerouac. He decided instead to become a writer by learning how to write from them. His first meeting with Kerouac on the Columbia campus was not a success, but their second meeting in a cold-water apartment in Harlem early in 1947, described in the opening chapter of On the Road, gave them a chance to talk, and their friendship began.

Initially Kerouac had mixed feelings about Cassady, who disconcerted him by looking both like Gene Autry, the cowboy hero of Western movies, and like ‘certain French Canadians I used to know in my boyhood in Lowell, Mass., who were real tough.’ When Cassady returned to Denver, he started writing Kerouac letters, which so excited Jack that after he finished writing the first half of The Town and the City, he decided to make his first cross-country trip. ‘Filled with dreams of what [he’d] do in Chicago, in Denver, and then finally in San Fran,’ he started hitch-hiking, his first destination a rendezvous with Cassady in Denver. This was the trip Kerouac would describe in Part One of On the Road.

Kerouac’s earliest ‘road’ adventures in July 1947 overlapped his writing of The Town and the City, and they so overwhelmed him that he tried to base a new book on them soon after finishing his first novel. His discussions concerning a ‘New Vision’ of writing were continuing in Manhattan with Ginsberg and a new friend, John Clellon Holmes, who was also an aspiring novelist. After several false starts, Kerouac discovered that when he wasn’t imitating Thomas Wolfe, he couldn’t find a way to turn his thoughts and feelings into fiction. His struggle to write On the Road was one of the most frustrating experiences of his life.

Shortly after finishing The Town and the City, Kerouac began writing one of the earliest versions of On the Road using what he called a ‘factualist’ or naturalist way of handling his ideas in imitation of Theodore Dreiser, whose novels he was reading in a course on American fiction at the New School. Initially his work went well. An early journal entry on November 29, 1948, testifies to his long hours at the typewriter: ‘32,500 words since I started on November 9 … I delight in the figures, as always, because they are concrete evidence of a greater freedom in writing than I had in Town & City.’

Yet, after a month of work on this early version of On the Road, Kerouac apparently reached a dead end, feeling ‘emptiness and even falseness’ when he sat down with the manuscript. His new style didn’t allow him to express ‘the reverent mad feelings’ he had been able to tap in what he considered the best passages of The Town and the City. Cassady’s unexpected arrival at Jack’s sister’s house in North Carolina right after Christmas 1948, later fictionalized in Part Two of On the Road, gave Kerouac an excuse to put this new book project aside so he could go off with his friend in Cassady’s new Hudson, the first time they drove cross-country together.

When Kerouac returned to his mother in February 1949, he was so shattered by his weeks with Cassady that he decided he couldn’t salvage his abandoned ‘factualist’ attempt at his ‘road book.’ Instead he took up another project, ‘A Novella of Children and Evil, The Myth of the Rainy Night,’ which would be re-worked years later as the book Doctor Sax. He also went back to finish his New School class on the American novel, writing a final essay on Thomas Wolfe. Trying to break away from this literary influence to find his own voice, Kerouac was now very critical of Wolfe’s language, which he felt did not sufficiently attain the intellectual clarity and spiritual resonance he wanted. Kerouac was experiencing, in the critic Harold Bloom’s terms, ‘the anxiety of influence,’ struggling to free himself from his affinity for the work of a writer he’d admired.

After finishing the Wolfe essay, Kerouac outlined ambitious new plans for the book he was still calling ‘On the Road.’ At this stage he envisioned it as a quest novel like Cervantes’s Don Quixote or John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. He abandoned his earlier hero, whom he’d named Ray Smith, in favor of a narrator called Smitty, who would play the role of Sancho Panza to the central character, Red Moultrie, a man in his late twenties who had been a minor league ball player, a jazz drummer, and a seaman who had been jailed as an accomplice in a robbery. At the beginning of the book, Kerouac decided that Red would read Pilgrim’s Progress while in jail, so that after his release he would go on the road searching, in John Bunyan’s words, for ‘an inheritance, incorruptible, undefiled, and that fadeth not away.’

Kerouac filled his journal with pages of notes describing his ideas for developing the characters and themes of this version of On the Road, but the journal’s most inspired writing was his description of the ‘crazy jazz’ performances he was listening to at the time, like that of the tenor sax player blowing with Cootie Williams’s group on ‘Gator Tail.’ Jack wrote, ‘I don’t care what anybody says … but I’m pulled out of my shoes by wild stuff like that – pure whiskey! Let’s hear no more about jazz critics and those who wonder about bop: – I like my whiskey wild, I like Saturday night in the shack to be crazy, I like the tenor to be woman-mad, I like things to GO and rock and be flipped, I want to be stoned if I’m going to be stoned at all, I like to be gassed by a back-alley music …’

Kerouac put his notes for this version of his ‘road book’ away in April 1949 when he learned that Harcourt, Brace had accepted The Town and the City with the stipulation that he trim the eleven hundred-page manuscript. Jack took his advance from Harcourt, Brace and moved to Denver. In June 1949 he picked up his ‘road book’ again and wrote a seven-hundred-word description of his hero Red’s last night in jail before going on the road. Then Jack stalled, dissatisfied with what he was doing in the novel; it lacked the freshness and spontaneity of his journal descriptions of jazz. It was easier to drop the novel and join Cassady in San Francisco, a time together that later became Part Three of the published On the Road.

In March 1950 The Town and the City was published, and in May Kerouac went back to Denver, hoping that a change of scene would help him overcome his writer’s block. Before he got very far, Neal Cassady rushed back and took him on the trip to Mexico that became the basis of Part Four of the published On the Road. Kerouac was so debilitated by the heavy drugs he took in Mexico City that it was a while before he attempted extensive work on his ‘road book.’ Sitting in the kitchen of his mother’s new apartment in Ozone Park while she worked her factory job, he made a completely fresh start with a story about hitchhiking cross-country, using a ten-year-old black child as his fictional narrator. This was a book Kerouac would revise at the end of his life, posthumously published as Pic. He finished what he described as ‘a third’ of this novel and then put it aside.

In November 1950, dissatisfied with the way his life was drifting, Kerouac impulsively married a second time; his new wife was a woman he had met shortly before in New York named Joan Haverty. At first they lived with Mémêre in Queens until they found their own apartment in Manhattan. For a few weeks Jack took a free-lance job as a script synopsizer for a film company to earn money to pay income taxes on his royalty advances for The Town and the City. Despite the dead ends he’d encountered in the past years working on his ‘road book,’ Kerouac wouldn’t abandon the project. About this time he told the English publisher of The Town and the City that he conceived the book as an epic, ‘a novel whose backgound is the recurrence of the pioneering instinct in American life and its expression in the migration of the present generation; a book provisionally entitled On the Road.’

Kerouac’s associations with his New York friends continued through his discouraging efforts to find a way to write his second novel. Ginsberg and Holmes were still in New York, but Burroughs had married and left town for New Orleans, Texas and Mexico City, where drugs were more easily available. He had started sending segments of manuscripts that would later be published as the autobiographical books Junky and Queer to Ginsberg, who was acting as his literary agent after his release from the Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, where he had spent several months under psychiatric observation.

Kerouac was impressed with the honesty of Burroughs’s first-person narratives, but he was most taken with the wildly exuberant letters written to him and Ginsberg by Neal Cassady, particularly Cassady’s style of combining loose, rambling sentences with meticulously detailed observations regarding his sexual exploits with various girlfriends in Denver. In December 1950 Cassady sent Kerouac a long letter describing adventures with a girlfriend called Cherry Mary that struck Jack as particularly impressive. Only segments of Cassady’s letter survive, included with his autobiography, The First Third, published years later.

After being interrupted in the act of making love with Cherry Mary when the mother of the woman for whom she was baby-sitting showed up, Cassady hid in the bathroom – ‘nude, no clothes, and all exits blocked.’ Mary tried to divert the mother, while Cassady discovered his


task was to, as quietly as a mouse, remove all the yearslong collection of rich peoples’ bath knicknacks that blocked the room’s only window, then, impossible though it looked, I must climb up the tub to it and with a fingernail pry loose the outside screen. Now, look at this window, it had four panes of glass 6″ long and 4″ wide, it formed a rectangle of about 12 or 13″ high and 8 or 9″ across, difficult to squeeze through at best, but, being modern as hell, the way it was hooked to its frame was by a single metal bar in direct center! which when opened split the panes of glass down the middle and made two windows.

I could hardly reach outside to work on the screen – since the window opened outward – but I pushed and making a hellova noise, split the screen enough to open the window. Now the impossible compressing of my frame for the squeeze. I thought if I could get my head through I could make it; I was just able to, by bending the tough metal bar … and of course, I almost tore off my pride-and-joy as I wiggled out into the cold November air …


On December 27, 1950, Joan wrote Neal that both she and Jack were stunned by his letter. Jack spent two hours ‘perusing it in a cafeteria and didn’t get home till 6:00, at which time I got my hands on it and dinner preparations were delayed another hour.’ Jack’s reply to Neal’s letter is eloquent testimony to Kerouac’s desperate search for his own voice as a writer. ‘Just a word, now, about your wonderful 13,000 word letter about Joan Anderson and Cherry Mary. I thought it ranked among the best things ever written in America … I say truly, no Dreiser, no Wolfe has come too close to it; Melville was never truer. I know that I don’t dream. It can’t possibly be sparse & halting, like Hemingway, because it hides nothing; the material is painfully necessary … the material of Scott Fitz was so sweetly unnecessary. It is the exact stuff upon which American Lit is still to be founded. You must and will go on at all costs including comfort & health & kicks; but keep it kickwriting at all costs too, that is, write only what kicks you and keeps you overtime awake from sheer mad joy.’

Besides Burroughs’s autobiographical manuscripts and Cassady’s letters, Kerouac also had a strong reaction to the work of another member of the group at this time. In March 1951, John Clellon Holmes gave him a copy of the completed manuscript of a novel he had titled ‘The Beat Generation,’ whose characters were modeled on Holmes and his wife, Ginsberg, Kerouac, and Cassady. Kerouac had fictionalized the wild activities of his New York friends in a section of The Town and the City three years before, and Holmes had praised his writing when he read Kerouac’s novel in manuscript, but now Holmes had gone much further in his own book, quoting some of his conversations with Kerouac and Ginsberg verbatim in his characterization of them as the young writers ‘Gene Pasternak’ and ‘David Stofsky.’

Kerouac had been struggling for years to invent plots and characters for his ‘road book,’ and he was upset by Holmes’s direct incorporation of ‘real life’ materials into his novel. Privately in letters to friends like Cassady, he patronized Holmes (‘Holmes is really not hip to anything until it begins to sink in much later’), so he was caught off guard by what Holmes had achieved in ‘The Beat Generation.’ A short time later, when Holmes sold the book (retitled Go) for a $20,000 advance, Kerouac was furious. According to his biographer Gerard Nicosia, he told Holmes that ‘he had been struggling to create plausible backgrounds and family situations for his characters, and … he finally had to admit that he couldn’t catch the thing about it that he wanted that way. “I’m going to forget all that horseshit,” he concluded. “I’m just going to write it as it happened.”’

Kerouac had encouraged Burroughs and Cassady to write the story of their own lives, and he had even started his wife Joan on a project to describe her life ‘in utter detail from beginning to end,’ telling Cassady that she ‘really knows how to write from instinct & innocence. Few women can do this. Joan Kerouac … a new writer on this old horizon. I see me & her cutting around the world in tweeds, yass …’ Joan had asked him, ‘What did you and Neal really do?,’ so he decided to write his ‘road book’ as if telling her what had happened on the cross-country trips before their marriage, using first-person narration like that of Burroughs’s autobiography but imitating Cassady’s confessional style, dramatizing the emotional effect his road experiences had on him.

A rapid typist, Kerouac hit on the idea of typing nonstop to get the ‘kickwriting’ momentum he wanted. Like the poet Hart Crane, he was convinced that his verbal flow was hampered when he had to change paper at the end of a page. Kerouac taped together twelve-footlong sheets of drawing paper, trimmed at the left margin so they would fit into his typewriter, and fed them into his machine as a continuous roll. Holmes visited his apartment while this version of On the Road was in progress and was amazed at the thundering sound of Jack’s typewriter racing non-stop.

Joan had taken a job as a waitress, and when she got home she fed Jack pea soup and coffee; he took Benzedrine to stay awake. Joan was impressed by the fact that Jack sweated so profusely while writing On the Road that he went through several T-shirts a day. He hung the damp shirts all over the apartment so they could dry. Kerouac started his book in early April 1951. By April 9, he had written thirty-four thousand words. By April 20, eighty-six thousand. On April 27, the book was finished, a roll of paper typed as a single-spaced paragraph 120 feet long. He showed it triumphantly to Holmes, who was astonished at its appearance. Holmes remembered that Kerouac was ecstatic at having established ‘a new trend in American literature.’

If the writing of Holmes, Burroughs, and Cassady had given Kerouac useful models of autobiographical narrative in early 1951, his three years spent studying the work of other American novelists and experimenting with form and language for his ‘road book’ also prepared him for his three weeks of marathon typing. Kerouac loathed Hemingway’s ‘sparse & halting’ literary style, and he was critical of the romantic fiction of ‘Scott Fitz,’ but his study of The Great Gatsby at the New School had shown him the value of inventing a sympathetic narrator to tell the story of an American hero who fled his past to embrace what he imagined was the freedom of his future.

Kerouac’s recent effort to write ‘Pic’ helped him establish his tone when he began narrating his story in the first person. His fictional portrait of Neal Cassady as the ‘great amorous soul’ called Dean Moriarty is the central achievement of On the Road, but the persona Kerouac created for himself as the narrator of the book, the innocent character who ‘shambled after’ Dean named Sal Paradise, is an equally skillful creation, and just as essential for Kerouac to get his story told. Sal is a morally consistent presence in the book, a solid backdrop for the encounter with the dazzlingly unpredictable whirlwind called Dean Moriarty.

Writing On the Road, Kerouac finally found his own voice and his true subject – the story of his own search for a place as an outsider in America. His books are based on what happened to him and his friends, but they are a brilliant blend of fiction and autobiography, not because Kerouac made up characters or events but because his point of view as the narrator of his life story was so emotionally charged that he made all the characters and events a reflection of his own feelings. Dean was Sal’s brother, buddy and ‘alter ego,’ a larger-than-life projection of Kerouac’s heightened expectation of what life could offer.

Kerouac caught the sense of chaos in Cassady’s life so accurately that he was able to incorporate sections of Cassady’s letters verbatim into his narrative, such as Neal’s letter to him in August 1949 in Part Three of On the Road: ‘I’m classification three-A, [jazz-hounded Moriarty] has a sore butt, his wife gives him daily injections of penicillin for his thumb, which produces hives, for he’s allergic …’ Kerouac softened or eliminated references to Cassady’s criminality, omitting the fact, for example, that before boarding the Greyhound to Denver his friend had stolen the portable typewriter in New York that he took back ‘to start writing’ in 1947.

The stresses and strains Kerouac experienced during the years 1948 to 1950 in his obsession with finding a way to write his ‘road book’ are totally absent from On the Road. Instead he portrayed himself as a naive young writer steadily getting on with the job, publishing his first novel (The Town and the City) at the end of the book, marrying ‘the girl with the pure and innocent dear eyes that I had always searched for and for so long’ – Joan Haverty, the wife he would leave as soon as he’d finished the roll manuscript of On the Road.

On the Road can be read as a quest taken by Sal Paradise, who sets out to test the American dream by trying to pin down its promise of unlimited freedom by following the example of Dean Moriarty. Dean is the dream’s reality. On the margins of society, he has no illusions about the end of the road. Envisioning it, he tells the credulous Sal that ‘You spend a whole life of non-interference with the wishes of others … and nobody bothers you and you cut along and make it your own way … What’s your road, man? – holyboy road, madman road, rainbow road, guppy road, any road. It’s an anywhere road for anybody anyhow. Where body how?’ For Sal Paradise, his friend Moriarty is ‘Beat – the road, the soul of Beatific,’ in possession of the key to unlock the door to the mysterious possibilities and richness of experience itself.

The rush of events and chaos of personal encounters in On the Road move so swiftly that emotions are bypassed and short-circuited, submerged in Sal’s feelings as he narrates his story. The effect on the reader is exhilarating, because Sal is so swept up in his presentation of what’s happening that one thing follows another without reflection or explanation. Sal chases the dream back and forth on the highways between the East and West coasts, and finds that the dream has little staying power, that it’s merely a ‘sad paradise’ when he finally catches up with it in New Orleans, Denver, San Francisco, Chicago, and New York.

Feeling himself on the margins of his society, Kerouac stripped himself of his French-Canadian identity to make himself more American. He imagined himself as ‘Salvatore Paradise,’ an Italian-American, who lived with his unnamed ‘aunt’ instead of Mémêre. He chose the name ‘Dean Moriarty’ to suggest that Cassady had an Irish ancestry. Being poor himself, Sal sympathizes with the underclass characters he meets on the road, the itinerant laborers, the Mexicans, the African-Americans, even as he romanticizes their lives. He’s also wrapped up in his community of friends, who seem to have a casual familiarity with Goethe, Dostoyevski, Nietzsche, Spengler, the Marquis de Sade, Kafka, Céline, Alain-Fournier, and Hemingway. Sal recognizes Fresno as ‘Saroyan’s town,’ and when he arrives in San Francisco, the lights going on in downtown office buildings make him ‘think of Sam Spade’ in Dashiell Hammett detective stories.

Literary references glint through Sal’s intellectual responses to his experience, but jazz is in his heart’s blood and gives him his best times on the road, symbolizing the source of American freedom and creativity. Like Dean, Sal is passionately immersed in jazz, an ardent admirer of Billie Holiday, Slim Gaillard, George Shearing, Lester Young. Bebop is the major event in Sal’s world, much more powerful to him than the claustrophobic reminders of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, which Dean turns into a joke as they pass through Washington, DC, in January 1949:


We arrived in Washington at dawn. It was the day of Harry Truman’s inauguration for his second term. Great displays of war might were lined along Pennsylvania Avenue as we rolled by in our battered boat. There were B-29s, PT boats, artillery, all kinds of war material that looked murderous in the snowy grass; the last thing was a regular small ordinary lifeboat that looked pitiful and foolish. Dean slowed down to look at it. He kept shaking his head in awe. ‘What are these people up to? Harry’s sleeping somewhere in this town … Good old Harry … Man from Missouri, as I am … That must be his own boat.’


Kerouac’s marathon burst of typing during the three weeks in April 1951 resulted in what he regarded as a completed novel, but he retyped the original roll manuscript several times. The original roll of paper has survived, and the opening section that has been made available is close to the published version.

Originally Kerouac began:


I first met Neal not long after my father died … I had just gotten over a serious illness that I won’t bother to talk about except that it really had something to do with my father’s death and my awful feeling that everything was dead. With the coming of Neal there really began for me that part of my life that you could call my life on the road. Prior to that I’d always dreamed of west, seeing the country, always vaguely planning and never specifically taking off and so on. Neal is the perfect guy for the road because he actually was [born] on the road, when his parents were passing through Salt Lake City in 1926, in a jaloppy [sic], on their way to Los Angeles … First reports of Neal came to me through Hal Chase, who’d shown me a few letters from him written in a Colorado reform school.



The published version reads:


I first met Dean not long after my wife and I split up. I had just gotten over a serious illness that I won’t bother to talk about, except that it had something to do with the miserably weary split-up and my feeling that everything was dead. With the coming of Dean Moriarty began the part of my life you could call my life on the road. Before that I’d often dreamed of going West to see the country, always vaguely planning and never taking off. Dean is the perfect guy for the road because he actually was born on the road, when his parents were passing through Salt Lake City in 1926, in a jalopy, on their way to Los Angeles. First report of him came to me through Chad King, who’d shown me a few letters from him written in a New Mexico reform school.



Kerouac changed the names of actual people (Neal Cassady, Hal Chase) and places (Colorado) to protect himself from libel. In the published version he also eliminated the reference to his father’s death, mentioning instead the ‘miserably weary split-up’ of his first marriage to Edie Parker, a ‘split-up’ that left him free to go on the road with Cassady.

Kerouac’s linguistic virtuosity in his first draft can be appreciated by comparing the eloquent passage in the first chapter of the roll manuscript with the published version describing Ginsberg and Cassady. In the original typescript he wrote, ‘They rushed down the street together digging everything in the early way they had which has later now become so much sadder and perceptive, but then they danced down the street like dingledodies and I shambled after as usual as I’ve been doing all my life after people that interest me, because the only people that interest me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones that never yearn or say a commonplace thing … but burn, burn, burn like roman candles across the night. Allen was queer in those days, experimenting with himself to the hilt, and Neal saw this and a former boyhood hustler himself in the Denver night, and wanting dearly to learn how to write poetry like Allen, the first thing you know he was attacking Allen with a great amorous soul such as only a conman can have. I was in the same room. I heard them across the darkness and I mused and said to myself “Hmm, now something’s started, but I don’t want anything to do with it.” So I didn’t see them for about two weeks during which time they cemented their relationship.’

When Kerouac edited the passage in later versions of the manuscript, he omitted the explicit details of the homosexual bond between Ginsberg and Cassady. He began revising his book almost immediately, after Ginsberg had given it to a literary agent who was the first reader to ask for changes. Kerouac complained that she wanted ‘a road with all the curves out,’ whereas he wanted William Blake’s ‘crooked road of prophecy,’ but his self-doubts were creeping back. He even considered rewriting it as two different books, separating out the material about Sal Paradise from the Dean Moriarty sections, where he didn’t feel he had done justice to his material.

After nearly four years of working on his book, Kerouac was obsessed with it, feeling he hadn’t captured all the dimensions of Cassady’s character as an archetypal ‘hero of the Western night.’ He began it all over again six months later, in October 1951, explaining to his friends that he was experimenting with ‘wild form,’ moving beyond what he called ‘the arbitrary confines of the story … into realms of revealed Picture … Wild form’s the only form holds what I have to say – my mind is exploding to say something about every image and every memory … I have an irrational lust to set down everything I know.’ This ‘wild form’ was a free-association technique he referred to as ‘spontaneous prose,’ and with it Kerouac worked another year to create a book he called Visions of Cody (he renamed Neal Cassady ‘Cody Pomeray’). This was a ‘vertical, metaphysical study’ of Cassady’s character ‘in its relationship to the general America.’

The Québec critic Maurice Poteet has argued that Kerouac’s heroic efforts to break free of the influence of Thomas Wolfe in his search for his own language and his own technique of spontaneous prose was a way to deal with his bilingualism – the riddle of how to assimilate his first and most spontaneous language, joual, into a colloquial, American prose style. Poteet recognized that the spontaneity (‘don’t stop to think’), the wordplay and the rush of associations in Kerouac’s language experiments permitted him ‘to build bridges to and from a number of inner and local realities which otherwise might not “become” American at all. In other words, spontaneous writing and effect are one answer, at least, to an ethnic situation that in many ways resembles the “double bind” of psychology: if a writer cannot be himself in his work (a minority background) he is lost; if he becomes an “ethnic” writer, he is off on a tangent. Also, spontaneous writing, as a technique, reflects a cultural set of values which pins hopes upon the individual (“I had a dream”) who can come up with something original and new.’

After Visions of Cody, Kerouac turned to his own life as the subject for his spontaneous prose experiments, envisioning a series of books written in a confessional autobiographical style that would contain ‘the legend’ of his life. Between 1952 and 1957, when the roll version of On the Road was finally published, books poured from him in a torrent of words: Doctor Sax (1952), Book of Dreams (1952–1960), Maggie Cassidy (1953), The Subterraneans (1953), Mexico City Blues (1955), Tristessa (1956), Visions of Gerard (1956), The Scripture of the Golden Eternity (1956), and part one of Desolation Angels (1956), to list only those that have been published.

The manuscript of On the Road interested Malcolm Cowley, an influential critic who was also an editorial advisor for Viking Press, as early as March 1953. Kerouac was so encouraged by Cowley’s interest that he sent him both versions of the manuscript he was calling On the Road. Cowley liked the first ‘roll’ version better than Visions of Cody, which he thought ‘contained some impressively good writing, but no story whatsoever.’ Cowley had written a book called Exile’s Return: A Literary Odyssey of the 1920s, in which he described the Lost Generation writers after the First World War as a ‘rootless generation bound by spoken language into a self-sustaining community.’ Cowley championed On the Road because he felt a sympathy for Kerouac as a spokesman for a new but similarly disaffiliated group of Americans. Cowley asked to see Kerouac’s other manuscripts and also tried to interest Viking in them. Viking balked at accepting On the Road, fearing a libel suit, but offered a small advance for a paperback edition of Maggie Cassidy. After Holmes’s sizable advance for Go, Kerouac felt insulted by their offer, and he was so angry that On the Road had been rejected that he refused to negotiate with them.

Cowley kept championing Kerouac’s writing, and in 1954 his recommendation led to the publication of a piece Kerouac called ‘Jazz of the Beat Generation,’ a selection of passages describing jazz in San Francisco and Chicago taken from Visions of Cody, that appeared in New World Writing in 1955. It was Kerouac’s first publication in five years. Cowley also advised Kerouac to re-title his novel On the Road – Jack had changed the title to The Beat Generation – and persuaded The Paris Review to publish a selection from the manuscript titled ‘The Mexican Girl,’ which was chosen by Martha Foley for her volume The Best Short Stories of 1956. The success of these published excerpts led Cowley to offer the manuscript of On the Road once again to Viking Press, because a new editor, Keith Jennison, was enthusiastic about Kerouac’s writing.

Jack was so discouraged by the years of waiting for his book to be published that he agreed to revise it for Cowley, who thought the book had structural problems: ‘It had swung back and forth between East Coast and West Coast like a huge pendulum. I thought that some of the trips should be telescoped … I said why don’t you boil down these two or three trips and keep the mood of the content.’ Kerouac told Ginsberg that he ‘purged all material not directly related to Cassady, and had accepted … Cowley’s suggestion to fuse the various trips for the sake of focus.’ In mid-December 1956 he again revised the book for Viking to remove all traces of what was feared would be libelous material. Finally acceptable to a publisher, the book was scheduled for release in September 1957.

Kerouac was not sent galley proofs of his novel, and he got his first look at his book in July 1957, when Cowley sent him advance copies, explaining that additional cuts and changes had been made by an in-house editor at Viking. Kerouac told Ginsberg that ‘Crafty Cowley’ had put one over on him, but at least the story of On the Road was ‘well-nigh undecimatable.’ Although The New York Times and the Village Voice praised On the Road, the controversy about it started immediately. The Saturday Review called the novel a ‘dizzy travelogue,’ and conservative newspapers cried out against the ‘uncouth’ characters, the ‘frantic fringe’ of delinquents that Kerouac celebrated in ‘the romantic novel’s last whimper.’

Challenging the complacency and prosperity of postwar America hadn’t been Kerouac’s intent when he wrote his novel, but he had created a book that heralded a change of consciousness in the country. As William Burroughs realized, ‘After 1957 On the Road sold a trillion levis and a million espresso coffee machines, and also sent countless kids on the road. This was of course due in part to the media, the arch-opportunists. They know a story when they see one, and the Beat movement was a story, and a big one … The Beat literary movement came at exactly the right time and said something that millions of people of all nationalities all over the world were waiting to hear. You can’t tell anybody anything he doesn’t know already. The alienation, the restlessness, the dissatisfaction were already there waiting when Kerouac pointed out the road.’

Kerouac was upset at the critical attacks on his work, but he never stopped writing. After the publication of On the Road, he continued to produce autobiographical books that chronicled the story of his life: The Dharma Bums (1958), Big Sur (1960), Lonesome Traveler (1960), Satori in Paris (1965), and Vanity of Duluoz (1968), as well as several unpublished books of poetry, dreams, and translations of Buddhist texts. Three years after On the Road, he also stopped insisting it was inferior to Visions of Cody, and wrote in an ‘Author’s Introduction’ to Lonesome Traveler that On the Road was a spontaneous prose book, too. He intended at the end of his life to gather all his autobiographical novels together in a uniform binding published with the names of the ‘real life’ people returned to them. In On the Road, for example, Allen Ginsberg was called ‘Carlo Marx,’ William Burroughs was ‘Old Bull Lee,’ John Clellon Holmes was ‘Tom Saybrook,’ and Herbert Huncke was ‘Elmo Hassel,’ in addition to Kerouac as ‘Sal Paradise’ and Cassady as ‘Dean Moriarty.’ Kerouac’s sudden death from abdominal hemorrhaging brought on by his alcoholism in October 21, 1969, occurred before he saw his books gathered together as a ‘legend’ the way he had envisioned them, but their larger design is apparent to the sympathetic reader.

On the Road was the most popular book Kerouac ever wrote, its description of Dean Moriarty – in the poet Gary Snyder’s interpretation – a compelling depiction of ‘the energy of the archetypal west, the energy of the frontier, still coming down. Cassady is the cowboy crashing. The whole thing is of that order.’ Cassady, renamed ‘Cody Pomeray,’ reappears as ‘my old buddy Cody’ in later books in the Kerouac legend, including The Dharma Bums, Big Sur and most notably the conclusion of Desolation Angels (written in 1960), which describes Cassady’s unexpected visit to Kerouac in July 1957, on the day the advance copies of On the Road arrived:


So three days later as I’m kneeling on the floor unpacking a crate of advance copies of my novel Road which is all about Cody … Mémêre’s at the store so I’m alone in the house, I look up as a golden light appears in the porch door silently; and there stands Cody [and three other friends] … We all stare at one another in the golden light. Not a sound. I’m also caught red handed (as we all grin) with a copy of Road in my hands even before I’ve looked at it for the first time! I automatically hand one to Cody who is after all the hero of the poor crazy sad book. It’s one of the several occasions in my life when a meeting with Cody seems to be suffused with a silent golden light, as I’ll show another later, altho I dont even know what it means, unless it means that Cody is actually some kind of angel or archangel come down to this world and I recognize it.


Yet Kerouac a few pages later describes the moment when he and Cody said goodbye that day in a sad farewell, as if regretting that he’d taken his friend’s life as the subject of his book: ‘he for the first time in our lives failed to look me a goodbye in the eye but looked away shifty-like – I couldn’t understand it and still dont – I knew something was bound to be wrong and it turned out very wrong …’

Kerouac was never able to convince his critics that the Beat Generation was ‘basically a religious generation,’ but his friend Holmes understood that the characters in On the Road were actually ‘on a quest, and that the specific object of their quest was spiritual. Though they rushed back and forth across the country on the slightest pretext, gathering kicks along the way, their real journey was inward; and if they seemed to trespass most boundaries, legal and moral, it was only in the hope of finding a belief on the other side.’ On the Road can be read as an American classic along with Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby as a novel that explores the theme of personal freedom and challenges the promise of the ‘American dream.’

Like these other classics, Kerouac’s book also reflects the prevailing social attitudes of its time about women and racial minorities. What Henry James said of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin also holds true for On the Road: the novel ‘had above all the extraordinary fortune of finding itself, for an immense number of people, much less a book than a state of vision, a feeling of consciousness.’ Kerouac’s novel offers the chance to go on the road with Sal Paradise and Dean Moriarty, two great American ‘courage-teachers’ – perhaps the last of their tribe.

– Ann Charters
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Part One
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I first met Dean not long after my wife and I split up. I had just gotten over a serious illness that I won’t bother to talk about, except that it had something to do with the miserably weary split-up and my feeling that everything was dead. With the coming of Dean Moriarty began the part of my life you could call my life on the road. Before that I’d often dreamed of going West to see the country, always vaguely planning and never taking off. Dean is the perfect guy for the road because he actually was born on the road, when his parents were passing through Salt Lake City in 1926, in a jalopy, on their way to Los Angeles. First reports of him came to me through Chad King, who’d shown me a few letters from him written in a New Mexico reform school. I was tremendously interested in the letters because they so naïvely and sweetly asked Chad to teach him all about Nietzsche and all the wonderful intellectual things that Chad knew. At one point Carlo and I talked about the letters and wondered if we would ever meet the strange Dean Moriarty. This is all far back, when Dean was not the way he is today, when he was a young jailkid shrouded in mystery. Then news came that Dean was out of reform school and was coming to New York for the first time; also there was talk that he had just married a girl called Marylou.

One day I was hanging around the campus and Chad and Tim Gray told me Dean was staying in a cold water pad in East Harlem, the Spanish Harlem. Dean had arrived the night before, the first time in New York, with his beautiful little sharp chick Marylou; they got off the Greyhound bus at 50th Street and cut around the corner looking for a place to eat and went right in Hector’s, and since then Hector’s cafeteria has always been a big symbol of New York for Dean. They spent money on beautiful big glazed cakes and creampuffs.

All this time Dean was telling Marylou things like this: ‘Now, darling, here we are in New York and although I haven’t quite told you everything that I was thinking about when we crossed Missouri and especially at the point when we passed the Booneville reformatory which reminded me of my jail problem, it is absolutely necessary now to postpone all those leftover things concerning our personal lovethings and at once begin thinking of specific worklife plans …’ and so on in the way that he had in those early days.

I went to the cold-water flat with the boys, and Dean came to the door in his shorts. Marylou was jumping off the couch; Dean had dispatched the occupant of the apartment to the kitchen, probably to make coffee, while he proceeded with his loveproblems, for to him sex was the one and only holy and important thing in life, although he had to sweat and curse to make a living and so on. You saw that in the way he stood bobbing his head, always looking down, nodding, like a young boxer to instructions, to make you think he was listening to every word, throwing in a thousand ‘Yeses’ and ‘That’s rights.’ My first impression of Dean was of a young Gene Autry – trim, thin-hipped, blue-eyed, with a real Oklahoma accent – a sideburned hero of the snowy West. In fact he’d just been working on a ranch, Ed Wall’s in Colorado, before marrying Marylou and coming East. Marylou was a pretty blonde with immense ringlets of hair like a sea of golden tresses; she sat there on the edge of the couch with her hands hanging in her lap and her smoky blue country eyes fixed in a wide stare because she was in an evil gray New York pad that she’d heard about back West, and waiting like a longbodied emaciated Modigliani surrealist woman in a serious room. But, outside of being a sweet little girl, she was awfully dumb and capable of doing horrible things. That night we all drank beer and pulled wrists and talked till dawn, and in the morning, while we sat around dumbly smoking butts from ashtrays in the gray light of a gloomy day, Dean got up nervously, paced around, thinking, and decided the thing to do was to have Marylou make breakfast and sweep the floor. ‘In other words we’ve got to get on the ball, darling, what I’m saying, otherwise it’ll be fluctuating and lack of true knowledge or crystallization of our plans.’ Then I went away.

During the following week he confided in Chad King that he absolutely had to learn how to write from him; Chad said I was a writer and he should come to me for advice. Meanwhile Dean had gotten a job in a parking lot, had a fight with Marylou in their Hoboken apartment – God knows why they went there – and she was so mad and so down deep vindictive that she reported to the police some false trumped-up hysterical crazy charge, and Dean had to lam from Hoboken. So he had no place to live. He came right out to Paterson, New Jersey, where I was living with my aunt, and one night while I was studying there was a knock on the door, and there was Dean, bowing, shuffling obsequiously in the dark of the hall, and saying, ‘Hel-lo, you remember me – Dean Moriarty? I’ve come to ask you to show me how to write.’

‘And where’s Marylou?’ I asked, and Dean said she’d apparently whored a few dollars together and gone back to Denver – ‘the whore!’ So we went out to have a few beers because we couldn’t talk like we wanted to talk in front of my aunt, who sat in the living room reading her paper. She took one look at Dean and decided that he was a madman.

In the bar I told Dean, ‘Hell, man, I know very well you didn’t come to me only to want to become a writer, and after all what do I really know about it except you’ve got to stick to it with the energy of a benny addict.’ And he said, ‘Yes, of course, I know exactly what you mean and in fact all those problems have occurred to me, but the thing that I want is the realization of those factors that should one depend on Schopenhauer’s dichotomy for any inwardly realized …’ and so on in that way, things I understood not a bit and he himself didn’t. In those days he really didn’t know what he was talking about; that is to say, he was a young jailkid all hung-up on the wonderful possibilities of becoming a real intellectual, and he liked to talk in the tone and using the words, but in a jumbled way, that he had heard from ‘real intellectuals’ – although, mind you, he wasn’t so naïve as that in all other things, and it took him just a few months with Carlo Marx to become completely in there with all the terms and jargon. Nonetheless we understood each other on other levels of madness, and I agreed that he could stay at my house till he found a job and furthermore we agreed to go out West sometime. That was the winter of 1947.

One night when Dean ate supper at my house – he already had the parking-lot job in New York – he leaned over my shoulder as I typed rapidly away and said, ‘Come on man, those girls won’t wait, make it fast.’

I said, ‘Hold on just a minute, I’ll be right with you soon as I finish this chapter,’ and it was one of the best chapters in the book. Then I dressed and off we flew to New York to meet some girls. As we rode in the bus in the weird phosphorescent void of the Lincoln Tunnel we leaned on each other with fingers waving and yelled and talked excitedly, and I was beginning to get the bug like Dean. He was simply a youth tremendously excited with life, and though he was a con-man, he was only conning because he wanted so much to live and to get involved with people who would otherwise pay no attention to him. He was conning me and I knew it (for room and board and ‘how-to-write,’ etc.), and he knew I knew (this has been the basis of our relationship), but I didn’t care and we got along fine – no pestering, no catering; we tiptoed around each other like heartbreaking new friends. I began to learn from him as much as he probably learned from me. As far as my work was concerned he said, ‘Go ahead, everything you do is great.’ He watched over my shoulder as I wrote stories, yelling, ‘Yes! That’s right! Wow! Man!’ and ‘Phew!’ and wiped his face with his handkerchief. ‘Man, wow, there’s so many things to do, so many things to write! How to even begin to get it all down and without modified restraints and all hung-up on like literary inhibitions and grammatical fears …’

‘That’s right, man, now you’re talking.’ And a kind of holy lightning I saw flashing from his excitement and his visions, which he described so torrentially that people in buses looked around to see the ‘overexcited nut.’ In the West he’d spent a third of his time in the poolhall, a third in jail, and a third in the public library. They’d seen him rushing eagerly down the winter streets, bareheaded, carrying books to the poolhall, or climbing trees to get into the attics of buddies where he spent days reading or hiding from the law.

We went to New York – I forget what the situation was, two colored girls – there were no girls there; they were supposed to meet him in a diner and didn’t show up. We went to his parking lot where he had a few things to do – change his clothes in the shack in back and spruce up a bit in front of a cracked mirror and so on, and then we took off. And that was the
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