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Jack Kerouac was born in 1922 in Lowell, Massachusetts, the descendant of Breton Canadians, and grew up as part of an alternative culture, speaking a regional, largely oral dialect of French, called Joual. In 1947, enthused by bebop, the rebel attitude of his friend Neal Cassady, and the subterranean throng of hobos, drug addicts and hustlers he encountered in New York, he decided to discover America and hitchhike across the country.

Kerouac gathered a wealth of material from his time on the road and his writing was openly autobiographical. He developed his own unique writing style, which he called ‘spontaneous prose’, and used this technique to record the experiences of the Beat Generation, most notably 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, and the posthumously published Some of the Dharma and The Book of Sketches. His first orthodox published novel was The Town and the City. Kerouac left several works unfinished, including a portrait of William Burroughs, when he died in 1969.
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Fast This Time

Jack Kerouac and the Writing of On the Road

Howard Cunnell

1

“I’ve telled all the road now,” Jack Kerouac said in a May 22, 1951 letter he sent from New York west across the land to his friend Neal Cassady in San Francisco. “Went fast because the road is fast.” Kerouac told Cassady that between April 2 and April 22 he had written a “125,000 [word] full-length novel … Story deals with you and me and the road.” He had written the “whole thing on strip of paper 120 foot long … just rolled it through typewriter and in fact no paragraphs … rolled it out on floor and it looks like a road.”

Like everything else about him, the story of how Jack Kerouac came to write On the Road became a legend. Certainly when I read the book at sixteen my friend Alan knew all about it. He had read it first and now he was wearing a white T-shirt and low-hipped Levi’s and listening to George Shearing. This was in a sun-washed white-and-blue seaside town on the south coast of England twenty-five years ago. Kerouac was high on Benzedrine when he wrote On the Road, Alan told me, and he wrote it all in three weeks on a long roll of Teletype paper, no punctuation. Just sat down with bop on the radio and blasted it out and it was all true-life stories, every word, all about riding the roads across America with his mad friend Dean, and jazz, drink, girls, drugs, freedom. I didn’t know what bop or Benzedrine was but I found out, and I bought a bunch of records by Shearing and Slim Gaillard. On the Road be the first book I’d read or heard of with a built-in soundtrack.

After I read On the Road and tried to find other books by Kerouac it was always the same story that I heard. On the dust jacket of my old English copy of Visions of Cody it says that On the Road was written “in 1952 in a few hectic days on a scroll of newsprint.” The story goes that Kerouac grabbed the scroll and raced over to Robert Giroux, the editor at Harcourt, Brace who had worked with Kerouac on The Town and the City, the novel he had published the previous spring. Kerouac rolled the road out in front of him and Giroux, not getting it, asked Kerouac how could the printer work from that? A story that whether true or not perfectly expresses the collision of straight America and a new subterranean hipster generation come to tell you about IT. Books, if not exactly square, certainly didn’t look like this. Kerouac takes the novel away and refuses to revise it and goes on the road again to California and Mexico, and he discovers Buddhism and spontaneous prose and writes more novels fast one after another in little notebooks that nobody dares publish. Years go by before Viking buys On the Road. Allen Ginsberg says that the published novel is not at all like the wild book Kerouac typed in ’51. Ginsberg says that someday when “everybody’s dead” the “original mad” book will be published as it is.

In his May 22, 1951 letter to Neal Cassady, Kerouac had explained that “of course since Apr. 22 I’ve been typing and revising. Thirty days on that,” and Kerouac’s closest friends knew he had been working on the book at least since 1948. Fifty years on from the novel’s eventual publication, however, the defining images of Jack Kerouac and On the Road in the cultural imagination remain his apparent frenzied channeling of a true-life story; the never-ending roll of paper billowing from the typewriter like the imagined road, and the T-shirts Kerouac sweated through as he speed typed hanging to dry in the apartment like victory flags. Kerouac’s clattering typewriter is folded in with Jackson Pollock’s furious brushstrokes and Charlie Parker’s escalating and spiraling alto saxophone choruses in a trinity representing the breakthrough of a new postwar counterculture seemingly built on sweat, immediacy, and instinct, rather than apprenticeship, craft, and daring practice.

We’ve known for a while now that there is much more to it than this, just as the novel is far more spiritual quest than how-to-be-a-hipster manual. On the Road does not appear out of clear blue air. From Kerouac’s writing journals we know that during his travels through America and Mexico from 1947 to 1950 he collected material for a road novel he first mentions by name in an entry dated August 23, 1948. On the Road, Kerouac writes, “which I keep thinking about: [is] about two guys hitch-hiking to California in search of something they don’t really find, and losing themselves on the road, and coming all the way back hopeful of something else.”

The impossible romance of the three weeks in April continues to dominate the imagination when we think about Jack Kerouac. The original scroll version of On the Road is the key document in the history of one of the most enduringly popular and influential novels published in the last fifty years, and among the most significant, celebrated, and provocative artifacts in contemporary American literary history. Here I trace a compositional and publication history of On the Road. The story is about work, ambition, and rejection, but it is also about transformation. These are the years in which Kerouac transforms himself from a promising young novelist into the most successfully experimental writer of his generation. The key texts in this story are the original scroll version of On the Road, and Visions of Cody, which Kerouac began in the fall of the year in which he wrote the scroll. Because the scroll is the wildflower from which the magic garden of Visions of Cody grows, it is the pivotal text in the story of Jack Kerouac and his place in American literature. The story is also, of course, about Neal Cassady.

2

As Kerouac neared the completion of The Town and the City in the late summer and fall of 1948 he was already thinking about his second book. Kerouac worked on The Town and the City between 1947 and 1949, and the novel was published on March 2, 1950. In the latter half of Kerouac’s first novel can be found many of the themes that will dominate his second, while in the original version of On the Road the reader marks the progress “Jack” makes in The Town and the City. If the style of On the Road can be read as a reaction to and a progression from that of the earlier book, then the original version of Road, which begins with the death of the father just as The Town and the City ends with that death, also shows how Kerouac’s second novel should be read as a sequel to his first.

It would take a full-length book to do justice properly to the amount of writing Kerouac produced between 1948 and 1951 as he worked on his second novel. Writing most often late into the night he filled notebooks, journals, hundreds of manuscript pages, and letters, as well as conversations, with ideas for it. In October of 1948 Kerouac wrote in his journal that his ideas for On the Road “obsess me so much I can’t conceal them.” To Hal Chase on October 19 Kerouac wrote that his work plans “overflow out of me, even in bars with perfect strangers.”

One way of navigating the material is through the three major proto-versions of the novel that Kerouac writes between August 1948 and April 1951. These are the fifty-four-page “Ray Smith Novel of Fall 1948,” the Red Moultrie/Vern [later Dean] Pomery Jr. versions of 1949, of which the longest draft is also fifty-four pages, and “Gone on the Road,” a thirty-page, heavily corrected seven-chapter version featuring Cook Smith and Dean Pomeray that Kerouac typed in Richmond Hill in August of 1950. These stories are where Kerouac gives formal expression to the ideas that fill his dreams and notebooks.

In them, Kerouac is consciously trying to write a novel the way novels had always been written, fusing what he remembers with what he can make. Things must stand for other things. Elaborate backstories and histories must be built to explain why his people take to the road. They are to be half brothers in blood, searching for a lost inheritance, for fathers, for family, for home, even for America. Maybe they’ll be part Comanche to better illustrate what they have lost.* He accumulates and rehearses set pieces in his notebooks. The myth of the rainy night. Versions of the dream of the shrouded stranger. The remembered horror of waking in a cheap Iowa hotel room not knowing who or where he was but only that he was getting old and death was getting nearer. Again and again he returns to the death of the father.

For and against Kerouac as he works is the sweet inviting world outside his window. The writing of the novel, begun before Kerouac first travels on the road with Neal Cassady in December of 1948, is tested, broken, and changed by the subsequent transcontinental trips Kerouac makes with him that will in the end become the story of the book and that Kerouac faithfully records in his travel journals. His focus widens as he moves from New York into the West, then back and farther on into the East and then West again and down into Mexico. The places where the imagined book and the lived experiences intersect are the places where what the book is to become are negotiated. What is being negotiated is the relationship between fiction and truth, where truth is understood by Kerouac to mean, “the way consciousness really digs everything that happens.”

As Penny Vlagopoulos explains in the essay that follows, Kerouac is consciously writing against a monological and fearful cold war culture that encouraged Americans in self-surveillance and self-censorship and the transmission of politically acceptable levels of reality. Working on the novel in 1949 Kerouac often visited John Clellon Holmes and showed him his work-in-progress. Holmes writes,


When he came by in the late afternoons, he usually had new scenes with him, but his characters never seemed to get very far beyond [what]… a well-made novel seemed to demand as a contrast to all the footloose uprootedness to come. He wrote long, intricate Melvil-lian sentences… I would have given anything I owned to have written such tidal prose, and yet he threw it out, and began again, and failed again, and grew moody and perplexed.


Excepting those writers, such as Melville, Dostoyevsky, and Joyce, who clearly influenced him, fiction, even and especially well-made European fiction, was linked in Kerouac’s imagination with both an aesthetic and political culture of self-censorship. The old forms of fiction obscured meaning; stopped you getting at what was underneath. On the Road is the beginning of a process in which Kerouac dismantles and then radically reapplies what he has learned as a fiction writer so that he can, as John Holmes writes, “free the whole range of his consciousness to the page.”

In the “Ray Smith Novel of Fall 1948” Smith, who will reappear as the practiced hitchhiking narrator of The Dharma Bums (1958), barely gets on the road at all. Young Smith decides to travel to California from New York after finding out that his forty-year-old girlfriend Lulubelle has taken up with a man her own age. Ray gets stuck in the rain north of New York City at Bear Mountain because of his foolish dream of thinking he can ride Route 6 all the way to the West Coast. At Bear Mountain, Smith meets Warren Beauchamp, a blond, troubled, privileged Franco-American boy who persuades Ray to travel back with him to New York so that Beauchamp can get money from his family and continue the trip West. The narrative comes to a dead end in a drunken night in New York. Beauchamp’s alcoholic father passes out, and the boys go to Times Square looking for Ray Smith’s friends Leon Levinsky [Allen Ginsberg], Junkey [Herbert Huncke] and a place to stay. Smith meets Paul Jefferson, Lulubelle’s half brother, and eventually Smith and Beauchamp tramp back to Harlem and sleep on Lulubelle’s floor while Lulubelle’s new lover sleeps in Ray’s place in her bed.

In his journal Kerouac writes that he has “no idea where I’m heading with the novel.” On December 1 Kerouac writes a chapter insert titled “Tea Party,” typing the manuscript on December 8. In the story Smith and Beauchamp and various subterranean East Coast hipsters including Junkey and Levinsky meet at Peter Martin’s sister Liz’s apartment to smoke marijuana and inject morphine.

Here Kerouac writes the dream of movement, the journey stalled, and the compensation of drugs that would promote an interior voyage. So that the world might at least appear transformed, just as Liz Martin disguises her apartment as a proletarian slum while the back room is decorated with black and red painted walls and drapes, candles, and “cheap Five-and-Ten Buddhas belching incense.”

In The Town and the City Kerouac traced how the postwar generation had begun to disperse to places that William Burroughs in Junky called “ambiguous or transitional districts.” A transracial, transgendered counterculture had begun to emerge among these small, interlocking New York subterranean communities of writers and artists, street hustlers and drug users, homosexuals, and jazz musicians, but Peter Martin and Ray Smith found only uneasy refuge enclosed and corralled in these transitional districts. They needed to move.

John Clellon Holmes astutely noted that the “the breakup of [Kerouac’s] Lowell-home, the chaos of the war years and the death of his father, had left him disrupted, anchorless, a deeply traditional nature thrown out of kilter, and thus enormously sensitive to anything uprooted, bereft, helpless or persevering.” To Kerouac, this personal sense of loss and restlessness recorded in The Town and the City led to faith in the possibilities of movement, and to a connection with the historic aspirational American belief in movement as the means of self-transformation. From Whitman’s Song of the Open Road to Cormac McCarthy’s bleakly radiant postapocalyptic novel The Road (2006), the road narrative has always been central to America’s cultural representations of itself. When in a 1949 notebook Kerouac described his decision to set his second novel on the road, he said it was “like a message from God giving a sure direction.”

The road would occupy Kerouac from the beginning to the end of his writing life. In 1940 he wrote a four-page short story called “Where the Road Begins” that explored the contending attractions of the open road and the joy of returning home again. The Town and the City is in part a road narrative, as Joe Martin, intoxicated by the perfume of spring flowers and “the sharp pungent smell of exhaust fumes on the highway, and the heat of the highway itself cooling under the stars,” and embodying and anticipating a new American generation’s questing need to go, feels himself fated and driven to take a “wild wonderful trip out West, anywhere, everywhere.” In the month of his death Kerouac submitted reworked and previously discarded material from On the Road to his agent Sterling Lord as the novel Pic (posthumously published in 1971).

As Holmes writes, Kerouac, as Americans always have, “hankered for the West, for Western health and openness of spirit, for the immemorial dream of freedom [and] joy.” The on-the-move outsider nation of On the Road dramatizes Kerouac’s strong belief that this elemental American idealism, this faith in a place at the end of the road where you could make both a home and a stand had, in Holmes’s words, “been outlawed to the margins of American life in his time. His most persistent desire in those days was to chronicle what was happening on those margins.”

Kerouac writes from those margins. The love of America that so distinguishes On the Road and Visions of Cody came from Kerouac’s own double sense of himself as both American and French Canadian. This idea of Kerouac as a postcolonial writer is confirmed most particuarly by his magic-realist novel Doctor Sax, in which Kerouac writes the French-Canadian experience into the American national narrative in a way similar to Salman Rushdie’s inscription of the Anglo-Indian experience in Midnight’s Children. Interestingly, Kerouac was working on both Road and Sax at the same time and considered merging the two novels. As late as the summer of 1950 he was using a French-Canadian narrator for Road, but only traces remain of Sax in that novel.

More than anything else the story of On the Road returns again and again to Neal Cassady. Cassady was Kerouac’s lost brother returned; the longed-for adventuring Western hero made young again; and the living expression of the Dionysian side of Kerouac’s own dual nature. Cassady, as Kerouac would write in Visions of Cody, was the one “who watched the sun go down, at the rail, by my side, smiling,” but he was also a destructive presence from whose speed-freak con-man mystique Kerouac sometimes felt the need to escape. They met in 1947 but did not ride together until December of 1948, and with each new adventure Kerouac steered the novel further toward him. He was variously named Vern Pomery Jr., Dean Pomery Jr., Dean Pomeray Jr., Neal Cassady, Dean Moriarty, and in Visions of Cody, Cody Pomeray. In the scroll Kerouac makes the connection explicit:


My interest in Neal is the interest I might have had in my brother that died when I was five years old to be utterly straight about it. We have a lot of fun together and our lives are fuckt up and so there it stands. Do you know how many states we’ve been in together?


Kerouac and Cassady made two trips in late December with LuAnne Henderson and Al Hinkle, shuttling family belongings from Rocky Mount, North Carolina (where Kerouac was spending Christmas with his family), to the Kerouac home in Ozone Park, New York. After New Year’s celebrations in New York the four drove to Algiers, Louisiana, to visit Bill Burroughs and his family. Herbert Huncke and Hinkle’s new wife Helen were also staying in Burroughs’s ramshackle house by the bayou. Leaving Hinkle in Louisiana with Helen, Cassady, LuAnne, and Kerouac then proceeded to San Francisco. Kerouac returned to New York alone in February.

On March 29, 1949, Kerouac learned that Harcourt, Brace had accepted The Town and the City. A jubilant Kerouac continued work on On the Road, filling notebook pages with plans and writing to Alan Harrington on April 23 “I start work in earnest on my second novel this week.” Kerouac reports the arrests in New Orleans of Bill Burroughs for drug and weapons possession, and in New York of Allen Ginsberg, Herbert Huncke, Vicki Russell, and Little Jack Melody after the police raided Ginsberg’s apartment and found drugs and stolen goods. The arrest of his friends, the fear that he might be questioned himself, and the acceptance of his novel led Kerouac to write that he was at a turning point in his life, “the end of my ‘youth.’ ” Kerouac was “determined to start a new life.” In this new version of the novel there would be “no more” Ray Smith. Instead, Red Moultrie, a merchant seaman imprisoned in New York on drugs charges, will look for God, family, and home in the West.

In May, Kerouac traveled to Denver as a soon-to-be-published young novelist with a thousand-dollar advance. Hitchhiking to save money, Kerouac was “itching” to establish the family home he had dreamed about for years. On a late-May Sunday afternoon Kerouac writes that starting “On the Road’ back in Ozone, and here, is difficult. I wrote one full year before starting T & C, (1946)—but this mustn’t happen again. Writing is my work… so I’ve got to move.” On June 2 Kerouac’s mother Gabrielle, his sister Caroline and brother-in-law Paul Blake, and their son Paul Jr. joined Kerouac at the house he had leased at 6100 West Center Avenue in Denver. On June 13 Kerouac writes that he is at “the true beginning” of On the Road.

By the first week of July, Kerouac was alone again. Gabrielle and Caroline and her family were unhappy in the west and had returned home. On July 16 Harcourt, Brace editor Robert Giroux flew to Denver to work with Kerouac on the manuscript of The Town and the City.

Kerouac typed and revised a twenty-four-page handwritten draft of the beginning of a new version of Road titled “Shades of the Prison House. Chapter 1 On the Road - May-July 1949.” The manuscript is marked New York-Colorado, indicating that Kerouac wrote the handwritten draft in Ozone Park and brought it West. “Shades of the Prison House” is informed by Kerouac’s trips with Cassady earlier in the year and the stories Cassady had told him about his boyhood, by Kerouac’s hopefulness for the impending publication of The Town and the City, and by the arrest and imprisonment of his friends in April. Kerouac may also have been remembering his arrest and brief imprisonment as a material witness and accessory after the fact in Lucien Carr’s killing of Dave Kammerer in August 1944. Above all, in this period of fragile optimism, the new version of On the Road was buoyed by Kerouac’s abiding love of God.

In a cell in the Bronx jail overlooking the Harlem River, Red Moultrie leans against the worn bars and watches the red sunset over New York the night before his release. To “the cops [Red] was just another young character of the streets—nameless, anonymous, and beat.” Brown eyes “red in the light of the sun; tall, rocky, dogged, sober-souled,” Red is twenty-seven and “growing older all the time and his life was slipping away.” He plans to go to New Orleans and has ten dollars from “Old Bull” to get there. From New Orleans, Red will drive to San Francisco with his half brother Vern Pomery Jr., and from there Red will go home to Denver to look for his wife, child, and father. Pomery is to be a representation of Cassady, and he appears here for the first time in the projected novel as an idea, a phantom presence on the far horizon of the text.

Red is haunted by “the great realities from the other world which appeared to him in dreams like the dream of the shrouded stranger,” in which he is pursued through “Araby” and seeks refuge in the “Protective City.” Watching the splendid sunset Red decides to follow the direction he sees in the evening sky:


The blushing sunset on this last night in jail was a hint from immense nature telling him that all things could very well return to him if he would only pray … “God make everything right,” he prayed in a whisper. He shuddered. “I’m all alone. I want to be loved, I’ve got no place to go.” Whatever that dark thing was he kept on missing … mattered no more. He had to go home.


In August, Kerouac closed up the house and left Denver to visit Neal and Carolyn Cassady in San Francisco. In On the Road Kerouac writes:

I was burning to know what was on his mind and what would happen now, for there was nothing behind me any more, all my bridges were gone and I didn’t give a damn about anything at all.


Kerouac arrived in California as the marriage of Neal and Carolyn seemed to be imploding. Pregnant, Carolyn threw Neal out, and Jack suggested Neal come back with him to New York. They traveled east where they visited Kerouac’s first wife Edie in Grosse Pointe, Michigan. Kerouac writes that this “memorable voyage described elsewhere sometime. (In “Rain & Rivers” book).” The “Rain and Rivers” journal, a notebook given to him by Cassady in January 1949, was where Kerouac recorded the majority of the journeys and specific adventures that would come to make up the narrative of the novel. As Kerouac struggles to identify and articulate the themes of his novel in his notebooks and proto-fiction, the narrative is, perhaps unknowingly at first, recorded in these travel journals.

By late August, Jack and Neal had arrived in New York. The two friends walked all over Long Island because, as Kerouac will write in On the Road, they were so used to moving but “there was no more land, just the Atlantic Ocean and we could only go so far. We clasped hands and agreed to be friends forever.” On August 25 Kerouac resumed what he calls his “ragged work” on the road novel while with Robert Giroux he continued preparing The Town and the City for publication the following spring. Kerouac typed a fifty-four-page revised double-spaced version of “Shades of the Prison House.” The sunset now appears “goldenly” in an “opening in the firmament between great dark cloudbanks.”

The central joyous source of the universe was always there, and clear as ever, when at last some strange earthly confluence forced the clouds apart, and as if curtains were drawn by arrangement, revealed the everlasting light itself: the pearl of heaven flaming on high.


Red’s long night ends in a list of names and images from Kerouac’s travels and private mythology. Kerouac’s incantation covers pages 49-53, and these pages are single spaced in contrast to the double spacing of the rest of the typescript, suggesting the book to come, the book still to write and imagined in reverberating fragments:

Fresno, Selma, Southern Pacific Railroad; cottonfields, grapes, grapey dusk; trucks, dust, tent, San Joaquin, Mexicans, Okies, highway, red workflags; Bakersfield, boxcars, palms, moon, watermelon, gin, woman …


The typescript ends on the morning of Red’s release. Red hears birds singing “and the Sunday bells at seven did begin to peal.”

On the verso of page 54 Kerouac has handwritten “Foolscap for New Beginning ‘ On the Road’ Aug 25 1949 - Reserving back of these pages for opening of new Part Two - THE STORY JUST BEGINS.” By hand Kerouac begins the new story set where he had just spent the summer, in Colorado. It is 1928. Old Wade Moultrie owns a two-hundred-acre farm worked by his son Smiley Moultrie and Smiley’s best friend Vern Pomery. There was “a touch of the old West” in Old Wade, and when he pulls a revolver on some “young hoodlums” trying to steal his Ford he is shot and killed. This has nothing to do, Kerouac writes, “with our heroes Red Moultrie and Vern Pomery Jr.” In a journal entry for August 29 Kerouac notes:

Resuming true serious work I find that I have grown lazy in my heart … And why that is—for one thing, indirectly speaking, I cannot for instance as yet understand why my father is dead … no meaning, all unseemly, and incomplete.


By September 6 this same journal had become the “Official Log of the ‘Hip Generation,’ ” as he was now calling On the Road. “I haven’t really worked since May 1948,” he writes. “Time to get going… Let’s see if I can write a novel.” The eighteen-page “Hip Generation” story Kerouac then begins to write continues the story he had begun on the back page of the August 25 version of “Shades of the Prison House,” while cutting the jail material.

Red’s mother Mary Moultrie has an affair with Dean Pomery and dies giving birth to Red’s half brother Dean Pomery Jr. Wade Moultrie’s farm has gone to ruin in the years after his death, a death Kerouac intended to stand for the passing of the values of the Old West and for the passing of a kind of moral compass, a north star certainty lost to Kerouac’s fatherless travelers.

Still Kerouac is writing around the road. The road exists in future time, to be traveled when Red gets out of jail or when he and Vern grow up out of the backstory Kerouac constructs in place of the jail episodes. Kerouac is writing the why of the road, not the road itself. He is committed to the aspirational elements of the story even as the events that inspired those elements, bringing his family West, his status as a young novelist with a future, had either collapsed or been made to seem suddenly fragile again. If he could not successfully make a home in the West perhaps the novel might also fail. It was difficult to write about Red’s leaving the prison of life to go back home to his inheritance and to his family when Kerouac was effectively homeless, his dreamed Western home collapsed; his marriage to Edie emphatically over; and the thousand-dollar “inheritance” from Harcourt vanished into the air.

For much of the rest of September Kerouac worked on The Town and the City manuscript at the New York offices of Harcourt, Brace. When this work was finished Kerouac wrote that he was “once more ready to resume On the Road,” before confessing on September 29 that

I’ve got to admit I’m stuck with On the Road. For the first time in years I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO. I SIMPLY DO NOT HAVE A SINGLE REAL IDEA WHAT TO DO


The next day, and writing that he was not a “hipster… Nor am I Red Moultrie… I am not even Smitty, I’m none of them,” Kerouac claimed to have settled the problem of his inability to write:

The world really does not matter, but God has made it so, and so it matters in God, and He Hath Aims for it, which we cannot know without the understanding of obedience. There is nothing to do but give praise. This is my ethic of “art” and why so.


On October 17, 1949, Kerouac writes that it is still “impossible to say ‘Road’ has really begun.” “I really began On the Road in October of 1948,” he writes, “an entire year ago. Not much to show for a year, but the first year is always slow.” Still, Kerouac thought, the novel was “about to move.” By the end of the month Kerouac writes to “hell with it; don’t worry, simply do.” He trusted that in the “work itself” he would find his way, but writes, “still don’t feel On the Road is begun.”

In November, and writing in the back of his “On the Road Readings and Notes, 1949” journal begun in the spring of that year, where he had made notes for episodes in the novel including “The Tent in the San Joaquin Valley” and “Marin City and the barracks cops-job,” Kerouac writes a “New Itinerary and Plan.” Above a drawn map of America marked with the names of the towns and cities where the action of the novel would take place Kerouac wrote “On the Road” and “Reverting to a Simpler style - Further draft + beginning - Nov 1949.” The novel would begin in the New York jail and move through New Orleans, San Francisco, Montana, Denver, and back to Times Square in New York. The list of characters Kerouac notes includes Moultrie and “Dean Pomeray,” “Slim Jackson,” brother of Pic, “Old Bull,” and “Marylou.”

In notes and manuscript fragments written in the new year Kerouac returned to the themes of loss, uncertainty, and crowding mortality. A ten-page manuscript dated January 19, 1950, handwritten in French and translated by Kerouac (“On the Road ECRIT EN FRANCAIS”) begins

After the death of his father—Peter Martin found himself alone in the world, and after all what is a man going to do when his father is buried deep in the ground other than die himself in his heart and know that it won’t be the last time before he dies finally in his poor mortal body, and, himself a father of children and sire of a family he will return to the original form of a piece of adventurous dust in this fatal ball of earth.


The running theme of the search for the father who is dead and the Father who is God gives us to understand that death, as Tom Clark has written, was “the ground bass of [Kerouac’s] understanding of life, the undertow that moved the deep currents in his work and gave it what Kerouac himself called… ‘that inescapable sorrowful depth that shines through.’ ” The deaths of his brother Gerard, his father Leo, his best friend Sebastian. His drowned dead friends among the crew of the SS Dorchester sunk by torpedo on February 3, 1943. War dead, Hiroshima dead. The bomb that had come, as Kerouac writes, was one which could “crack all our bridges and banks and reduce them to jumbles like the avalanche heap.” And it is death, in the form of the dreamed figure of the shrouded stranger, who pursues the traveler across the land.

Long before his readings in Buddhism Kerouac was intuitively attempting to reconcile a worldview that saw his lived experience both as one made painfully meaningless by his hard-wired knowledge of mortality and as one to be celebrated in every detail and at every moment precisely because, as he writes in Visions of Cody, we are soon “all going to die.” Kerouac escapes this encircling loss in the act of writing. To say what happened. To get it down before it is lost. To make mythology from your life and from the lives of your friends. This urgency pushes Kerouac to strip his writing of “made-up” stories. Life’s impermanence and the inevitability of suffering inform and motivate Kerouac’s heightened sensitivity and responsiveness to the phenomenal world. What Allen Ginsberg called his “open heart” and Kerouac himself described as being “submissive to everything, open, listening” results in a body of fiction in which the representation of the magical nature of entrancing and life-affirming fleeting detail is the outstanding feature.

In the early months of 1950 Kerouac anxiously looked forward to the publication of his first novel, asking, “Will I be rich or poor? Will I be famous or forgotten?” On February 20 he confesses, “I gloat more & more in the fact that I may be rich & famous soon.” The Town and the City was published on March 2, 1950, and on March 8 Kerouac admits that the “swirl” of publication had “interrupted the work I was doing on Road.” As it became clear to him that The Town and the City would not be a financial success he began again to worry about money and about his mother, who, he wrote, “can’t work forever.” These worries together with the “one-eyed” reception of his novel left him unable to write. On April 3 he writes, “BOOK NOT SELLING MUCH. Wasn’t born to be rich.”

At the invitation of William Burroughs, Kerouac traveled to Mexico City from Denver with Frank Jeffries and Neal Cassady in June 1950. After Cassady left Mexico, Kerouac and Jeffries moved into an apartment on Insurgentes Boulevard across from the house rented by William and Joan Burroughs. Writing to his Denver friend Ed White on July 5 Kerouac explained that he was intent on investigating “all the levels” of “mile-and-a-half-high” consciousness promoted by smoking Mexican marijuana, “particuarly with reference to the many problems and considerations of that second novel I have to write.” The sentences might crack open when he was high.

Kerouac wrote that because when he was smoking marijuana his “deep subconscious thoughts” often came to him in his native Franco-American French, he had created a hero, Wilfred Boncoeur, who was French Canadian but whose ambiguous postcolonial status is suggested by his “English silliness.” Referencing the foundation text of the narrative tradition in which he was consciously working Kerouac wrote that he intended to have Boncoeur travel with a companion named “Cousin” who would act as “Panza to the hero’s Quixote.” Kerouac makes notes for the Freddy “Goodheart” novel in the 120-page “Road Workbook” he kept in Mexico that summer. Boncoeur has been told his father Smiley is dead but “I did not believe it.” When he is fifteen Freddy is told his father was “really alive but nobody knew where,” and he and Cousin go on the road to find him.

Eventually worried that “Freddy” at fifteen would be too young to tell the novel “right,” Kerouac changed tack once more, writing that the novel would still have a French-Canadian narrator but that the “F.C narrator is me.” Kerouac then rejected the idea of writing “auto-biograph straight like Tom Wolfe” because it wouldn’t be “archetypal.” His narrator would instead be the roaming French-Canadian “Cook” Smith.

In his Mexican journal Kerouac wrote:

But you can go on thinking and imagining forever further and stop at no decisions to pick up a bag for the thinkings. Turn your thinking into your work, your thoughts a book, in sieges.

Enough of notes on all this Road business since Oct ’48 (or a year and a half + more) and start writing the thing.

I am.

The Cook is the guy


Back in Richmond Hill in August Kerouac typed the “Private Ms. OF Gone on the Road—COMPLETE FIRST TREATMENT AND WITH MINOR ARTISTIC CORRECTIONS.” “Cook” Smith, “not yet ready for the road, not at all,” wakes up in a boardinghouse room in Des Moines, Iowa, not knowing who or where he is, realizing only in the void of his “hollowed mind” that he is growing older and death is growing nearer. At his job as a short-order cook Smith makes a free hamburger meal for an old black hobo who in return sings Smith a blues about the death of his father. After being in Iowa for months Smith determines to hitch home to his wife Laura in Denver, after God, “with a stroke of fleece upon my mind,” tells Smith she is still his girl. For sixteen dollars traveling money Smith moves a box of mostly European books belonging to his German landlord. In the “sad, red, European light” of Iowa Smith fails to sell the books or even give them away.

On the road west Smith meets a young black man who is also hitchhiking. After watching the man, who may be Slim Jackson, walk out of sight, Smith is picked up by a Texan truckdriver who lets him sleep. Smith then dreams Red Moultrie’s dream of being pursued by a shrouded stranger as he tries to escape from some “Araby-land to the Protective City.”

Waking up Smith is let out by the truckdriver in Stuart, Iowa. There he meets a talkative, free and easy “license-plate thief” who is traveling east to a Notre Dame football game by hitchhiking in the day and stealing cars by night. The young man, whose name is Dean Pomeray, reminds Smith that they had met in Denver, at Welton and Fifteenth. The story ends as Smith and Pomeray sit talking in the waiting room of the telegraph office in Stuart.

“Gone on the Road” further dramatizes Kerouac’s interior struggle to find his own voice and free his creative self from an imprisoning and intimidating European literary tradition. Watched by a bored waitress in a diner, Smith is showered by the old books that fall on his head through a hole in the box he carries them in. Standing under a waterfall of European literature Smith knows that he strikes “an awful pose” to the young American woman watching. This heavy symbolism is smoothed out in the published novel as Sal Paradise, whose own dream of not knowing where he is also takes place at the junction of the east of his past and the west of his future, sits on a bus reading the American landscape in preference to Alain-Fournier’s great novel of boyhood friendship, love, and loss, Le Grand Meaulnes. As Cook Smith joins Dean Pomeray, Kerouac leaves behind the “sad, red, European light,” and the pose of European books to travel “back to everybody” in America.

At the end of the story the frustration Kerouac was feeling after more than two years working on a novel still obstinately stalled boiled over in a direct appeal to God:

Pomeray was too excited to notice any of these things that norm—[Dear God please help me, I am lost]—ally drove him into excited explanations of all kinds.


On the verso of the title page Kerouac wrote his own self-criticism—“Prettifying life like a teahead.”

Kerouac sent “Gone on the Road” to Robert Giroux, who, while not rejecting it outright, suggested Kerouac revise the story. In the fall of 1950 Kerouac was smoking “three bombs a day [and] thinking about unhappiness all the time.” He had once imagined On the Road as one in an ambitious “American Times” series of novels to be “narrated in the voices of Americans themselves.” The ten-year-old African American boy Pic would narrate “Adventures on the Road” while other books in the series would be narrated by “Mexicans, Indians, French-Canadians, Italians, Westerners, dilettantes, jailbirds, hoboes, hipsters and many more.” But where was his voice? Rather than revise “Gone on the Road,” he began again.

On Wednesday, December 20, 1950, Kerouac started handwriting a new version of his road novel titled “Souls on the Road.” The five-page manuscript begins

One night in America when the sun had gone down—beginning at four of the winter afternoon in New York by shedding a beautiful burnished gold in the air that made dirty old buildings look like the walls of the temple of the world… then outflying its own shades as it raced three thousand 200 miles over raw, bulging land to the West Coast before sloping down the Pacific, leaving the great rearguard shroud of night to creep upon our earth, to darken rivers, to cup the peaks and fold the final shore in—a knock came at the door of Mrs Gabrielle Kerouac’s apartment over a drugstore in the Ozone Park section of Greater New York.


At the door is Neal Cassady. The images of the sun going down over the “raw, bulging land” of America, of night coming to “darken rivers, to cup the peaks and fold the final shore” are taken from “Shades of the Prison House,” and will of course resurface in the final paragraph of the published novel. In rearranged sequence the episodes Kerouac writes here, in which “Jack Kerouac” recounts his first meeting with “Neal Cassady” in “an apartment in the slums” of Spanish Harlem and Cassady comes to Ozone Park to ask Kerouac to teach him to write, have all the elements of the opening chapter of the published book.

On the manuscript Kerouac has crossed out the name “Benjamin Baloon” in the line “And Benjamin Baloon went to the door” and replaced it with the name “Jack Kerouac.” Kerouac had originally written that it “was Dean Pomeray” at the door, replacing “Dean Pomeray” with “Neal Cassady.” From page three Ben and Dean become Jack and Neal.
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Aside from this momentum, what led to the three-week burst of writing in April 1951? Key influences have to include Kerouac’s mostly friendly competition with John Clellon Holmes (whose novel Go, published in 1952 and featuring portraits of Kerouac and Cassady, Kerouac would read in March 1951), Dashiell Hammett’s locomotive prose, and Burroughs’s own straight-ahead novel in manuscript (then called Junk). Central importance, however, must be given to the long “Joan Anderson and Cherry Mary” letter from Neal Cassady that Kerouac picked up from the front step of his mother’s apartment in Richmond Hill on December 27, 1950. Kerouac’s exuberant same-day reply to Cassady’s urgent story of sexual misadventure, in which he said that he thought it “ranked among the best things ever written in America,” suggests that the effects of the letter on Kerouac were immediate and complex (Joan Haverty also wrote to Cassady on the twenty-seventh, telling him that Jack “read [the letter] on the subway on his way into town… [and] spent two more hours reading it in a café”).

“Souls on the Road” shows that Kerouac had already moved toward autobiographical fiction but had not yet made the critical switch to a first-person narrative. It was Cassady’s long, fast, sexually frank and detailed first-person story, broken and interrupted by what Cassady called his “Hollywood flashbacks,” that confirmed and encouraged Kerouac to push further in the direction he was already headed. What survives of the letter was published as “To have seen a specter isn’t everything…” in Cassady’s book The First Third. The fragment is interesting both for its mixture of confession and boastfulness and for what Lawrence Ferlinghetti called Cassady’s “hustling voice,” a voice brilliantly captured by Kerouac in the novel. Cassady’s prose, as Ferlinghetti notes, is “homespun, primitive [and] has a certain naïve charm, at once antic and antique, often awkward and doubling back upon itself, like a fast talker.”

“All the crazy falldarall you two boys make over my Big Letter,” Cassady told Ginsberg on March 17, 1951, “just thrills the gurgles out of me, but we still know I’m a whiff and a dream. Nonetheless, tho I blush over its inadequacies, I want you to realize the damn thing took up the better part of three straight Benzidrene afternoons and evenings. So I did work hard at it and managed to burn a little juice out of me and if the fucking thing is worth any money thats great.”

Kerouac’s response suggests that what most excited him about Cassady’s letter was what he might do with this method. Kerouac sounded at times as if he were talking to himself; as though he were writing rules for a new method he would soon apply. “You gather together all the best styles… of Joyce, Celine, Dosty & Proust,” he wrote, “and utilize them in the muscular rush of your own narrative style & excitement… You wrote it with painful rapidity & can patch it up later.”

In the ten letters he sent Cassady over the next two weeks, Kerouac took Cassady’s method and amplified it until, as Allen Ginsberg notes, he had developed a style that

was the long confessional of two buddies telling each other everything that happened, every detail, every cunt-hair in the grass included, every tiny eyeball flick of orange neon flashed past in Chicago in the bus station; all the back of the brain imagery. This required sentences that did not necessarily follow exact classic-type syntactical order, but which allowed for interruption with dashes, allowed for the sentences to break in half, take another direction (with parentheses that might go on for paragraphs). It allowed for individual sentences that might not come to their period except after several pages of self reminiscence, of interruption and the piling on of detail, so that what you arrived at was a sort of stream of consciousness visioned around a specific subject (the tale of the road) and a specific view point (two buddies late at night meeting and recognizing each other like Dostoevsky characters and telling each other the tale of their childhood).


Kerouac’s letters, most often read as spontaneous responses to Cassady, are in many of their episodes and details developments of notes and story fragments he had first made on December 13, 1950, also under the title “Souls on the Road.” These notes include thirty-five numbered “memories,” ranging from the story about Kerouac’s mother’s picking “worms from my ass-hole”; his “riding licketysplit” down a street near Lupine Road; and the haunted “One Mighty Snake Hill Castle” on Lakeview Avenue, many of which Kerouac worked into the letters he sends Cassady. This is not to diminish the catalytic importance of the Joan Anderson letter to Kerouac. John Clellon Holmes remembers Kerouac saying, “I’m going to get me a roll of shelf-paper, feed it into the typewriter, and just write it down as fast as I can, exactly like it happened, all in a rush, the hell with these phony architectures—and worry about it later.” In the scroll Kerouac writes that “in a few years [Cassady] would become such a great writer,” and suggests that this is why he is writing Cassady’s story. After reading the Joan Anderson letter and writing his own series of letters in reply Kerouac was convinced that On the Road should be written in a straight-ahead, conversational style and that he should “renounce fiction and fear. There is nothing to do but write the truth. There is no other reason to write.” The novel would detail Kerouac’s five trips across America since first meeting Cassady in 1947 and would end with the previous summer’s trip to Mexico.

What were Kerouac’s working methods like during those three weeks in April of 1951? Some years later Philip Whalen wrote an account that allows us to imagine the writing practice Kerouac first developed at that time.

He would sit—at a typewriter, and he had all these pocket notebooks, and the pocket notebooks would be open at his left-hand side on the typing table—and he’d be typing. He could type faster than any human being you ever saw. The most noise that you heard while he was typing was the carriage return, slamming back again and again. The little bell would bing-bang, bing-bang, bing-bang! Just incredibly fast, faster than a teletype… Then he’d make a mistake, and this would lead him off into a possible part of a new paragraph, into a funny riff of some kind that he’d add while he was in the process of copying. Then, maybe he’d turn a page of the notebook and he’d look at that page and realize it was no good and he’d X it out, or maybe part of that page. And then he’d type a little bit and turn another page, and type the whole thing, and another page, and he’d type from that. And then something would—again, he would exclaim and laugh and carry on and have a big time doing it.


Kerouac worked in what Holmes remembered as a “large, pleasant room in Chelsea.” His notebooks and letters and a “Self-Instruction” list “sat at side of typewriter as chapter guide.” The paper Kerouac used was not Teletype paper but thin, long sheets of drawing paper belonging to a friend, Bill Cannastra. Kerouac had inherited the paper when he moved into Cannastra’s loft on West Twentieth Street after Cannastra’s accidental death in the New York subway. When did Kerouac first flash on an image in his mind of the paper joined together? A long roll of paper like the remembered road that he could write fast on and not stop. So that the paper joined together became an endless page.

It is clear that the scroll is something consciously made by Kerouac rather than found. He cut the paper into eight pieces of varying length and shaped it to fit the typewriter. The pencil marks and scissor cuts are still visible on the paper. Then he taped the pieces together. It’s not known whether he taped each sheet on as he finished it, or waited until he had finished the whole thing before taping the sheets together.

The scroll is, for the most part and contrary to mythology, conventionally punctuated, even to the extent that Kerouac presses the space key before each new sentence. It runs in a single paragraph. Like the published novel it’s structured in five parts. As to the myth that his work was fueled by Benzedrine, we have what Kerouac told Cassady: “I wrote that book on COFFEE, remember said rule. Benny, tea, anything I KNOW none as good as coffee for real mental power kicks.” By his own account Kerouac averaged “6 thous. [words] a day, 12 thous. first day, 15,000 thous. last day.” In a letter to Ed White written when Kerouac estimated he had completed 86,000 words he writes, “I don’t know the date nor care and life is a bowl of pretty juicy Cherries that I want one by one biting first with my cherry stain’d teeth.—how?”

Kerouac dramatically collapses the distinction between writer and narrated “I,” all the while utilizing established techniques of fiction writing, including double-perspective narration, to control the progress of the text. Headlong, intimate, discursive, wild, and “true,” with improvised notations—dots and dashes—to break sentences so that they pile upon themselves like waves.

There’s an exciting difference here to most everything you’ve read before; the unmatched intimacy of what Allen Ginsberg called Kerouac’s sincere and sweetly connecting “heart-felt speech.” Maybe you’re dazzled at first by Neal’s incandescent energy burning up everybody and everything around him, but you also understand that at the heart of the novel is Jack’s quest and that he’s asking the same questions that keep you awake at night and fill your days. What is life? What does it mean to be alive when death, the shrouded stranger, is gaining at your heels? Will God ever show his face? Can joy kick darkness? This quest is interior, but the lessons of the road, the apprehended magic of the American landscape described like a poem, are applied to illuminate and amplify the spiritual journey. Kerouac writes to be understood; the road is the path of life and life is a road.

Kerouac does not hide the cost of the road either to those who will head for it or to those for whom, in Carolyn Cassady’s words, a different kind of “responsibility mapped the course.” What is electrifying about the novel is the idea that God, self-realization, and a transforming freedom are out there, through the window where you sit confined at school or at work, maybe where the city ends or just over that next hill. This makes the heart thump and the blood beat in your ears. A religious seeker and a writer of dreams and visions, Kerouac is a source in that sense, if you are fixed on seeking answers, and once that kind of light goes on in your house it’s likely to stay on and you’ll always be looking. He had told Cassady that “I aim to employ all the styles and nevertheless I yearn to be non-literary.” In so consciously disrupting our understanding of what it is we are reading when we read the original scroll version of On the Road, Kerouac’s claim to Cassady that the book “marks complete departure from Town & City and in fact from previous American Lit” seems justified. On the Road is the nonfiction novel, ten years early.
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It would be more than six years before On the Road appeared, but remarkably nobody who was in a position to publish it ever read the scroll manuscript. Kerouac immediately began to revise the novel. As Kerouac biographer Paul Maher notes, “On the Road was now typed onto separate pages to make its appearance more conventional and thus more appealing to publishers…. Jack scribbled annotations on some pages, added typesetting instructions, crossed out passages, and proposed textual insertions…. His cuts to On the Road precede Malcolm Cowley’s suggestion that he shorten the manuscript, contrary to previous biographers’ assertions that Jack had insisted on maintaining the text as he originally wrote it in April 1951.” On May 22,1951, Kerouac told Cassady that he had been “typing and revising” since he finished the scroll on April 22. “Thirty days on that.” He was, he told Cassady, “waiting to finish my book to write to you.” Kerouac writes that Robert Giroux was “waiting to see” the novel.

There are two known subsequent extant drafts of the novel: a 297-page, heavily revised draft with numerous lines thickly deleted and handwritten inserts on the verso of some pages and a 347-page draft revised by Kerouac and an editor, probably Helen Taylor, from Viking. Both manuscripts are undated. More scholarship is needed to compare and interpret the relationship between the three drafts. While it seems most likely that the 297-page draft is the one Kerouac worked on after finishing the original scroll, it is less clear when the 347-page draft was written. There is evidence that Kerouac and Viking were working from this draft by the fall of 1955. Letters between Kerouac and Malcolm Cowley in September and October 1955 refer to “Dean Moriarty” “Carlo Marx,” and “Denver D. Doll.” These names are only used in the 347-page draft. Page notations in the libel report compiled by lawyer Nathaniel “Tanny” Whitehorn (a lawyer from Hays, Sklag, Epstein & Herzberg who had been hired by Viking to review the manuscript) and submitted to Viking on November 1, 1955, also correspond to the 347-page draft.*

Kerouac also began writing Visions of Cody out of his revisions of On the Road in the fall of 1951, and the relationships between all of these texts are highly complex. While clearly readers will be interested in the differences between the original scroll version of On the Road and the published novel, to speak only about scenes in the original scroll version being “cut” from the published novel elides Kerouac’s redrafting process and serves to marginalize Kerouac from the writing of his own novel. Certainly there are scenes and episodes in the scroll that are not present in the published novel, but that text is the result of a conscious process of redrafting and revision begun by Kerouac and influenced by a number of readers, editors, and lawyers, including Robert Giroux, Rae Everitt, Allen Ginsberg, Malcolm Cowley, Nathaniel Whitehorn, and Helen Taylor.

Significant scenes present here but absent in the published novel include a richly comic account of Neal and Allen’s visit to Bill Burroughs in the fall of 1947; a poignant discussion between Jack, Neal, and Louanne as they pass through Pecos, Texas, on the way to San Francisco about “what we would be if we were Old West characters”; a wild, destructive party at Alan Harrington’s adobe house in Arizona during the same journey that reinforces the sense of the speeding Cassady’s out-of-control sexuality; Jack’s second return trip from San Francisco “across the groaning continent” to New York; and Jack and Neal’s visit to Jack’s first wife Edie in Detroit toward the end of Part Three.




As detailed below, there were many reasons for the deletion of these and other scenes, including, as the years passed, Kerouac’s increasing desperation in the wake of the success of Holmes’s Go and Allen Ginsberg’s Howl to see the novel published. By September 1955 he was telling Malcolm Cowley that any “changes you want to make OK with me.” The second return trip to San Francisco was cut by Kerouac to streamline the story, while the Detroit section of the novel, in which Edie is represented as fat and wearing overalls, drinking beer, and munching candy, was among a number of scenes also cut by Kerouac on the recommendation of Cowley and Nathaniel Whitehorn, who were fearful of libel suits. Despite Kerouac’s deletion of much of the sexual material and language, in particular the homosexual content, as part of the redrafting process, other scenes that survived into the 347-page draft, including the story of a sodomizing monkey in an LA whorehouse, were later cut for obscenity.

Interestingly, many scenes in the original version that were deleted by Kerouac in the 297-page draft find their way, reworked, into the 347-page draft and into the published novel. For example, early in Part 2 of the scroll, as Neal and Jack make ready to leave Ozone Park for the Christmas 1948 trip back to North Carolina to collect Gabrielle, they are visited by Allen Ginsberg, who asks, “What is the meaning of this voyage to New York? What kind of sordid business are you on now? I mean, man, whither goest thou?” Neal has no answer. “The only thing to do was go.” Kerouac has lined through this 26-line scene in the scroll, and it is not present in the corresponding place (page 121) of the 297-page draft. On page 130 of the 347-page draft, however, the scene is restored, with Allen Ginsberg as Carlo Marx, Hinkle as Ed Dunkel, Neal as Dean Moriarty, and Jack as Sal Paradise. They are in Paterson, New Jersey, preparing to travel to Virginia to pick up Sal’s aunt. After Marx asks the pivotal question, “I mean, man, whither goest thou?” Kerouac has added a handwritten line that, critically, makes the question politically representative rather than simply personal: “Whither goest thou, America, in thy shiny car at night?” Kerouac had made a note of this line in his “Rain and Rivers” journal; in the published novel the scene appears with the line added.

Equally important are those passages of rough lyricism in the scroll that Kerouac refines in the redrafting process. The famous image of Cassady and Ginsberg as “roman candles” is polished and reworked in subsequent drafts. In the scroll Kerouac writes,

[Neal and Allen] 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 dingldodies 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 yawn or say a commonplace thing… but burn, burn, burn like roman candles across the night.


Kerouac has made some holographic corrections to the last four words of the text here, including placing the word “yellow” before “roman candles.” In the scroll Kerouac caps and eroticizes the image by linking it to Neal and Allen’s sexual relationship. Allen was “queer in those days, experimenting with himself to the hilt, and Neal saw that, 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.” Jack is 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.’ ” Kerouac has lined through “but I don’t want anything to do with it” on the scroll. On pages 4–5 of the 297-page draft Kerouac has typed the passage about Neal and Allen’s sexual relationship but has then heavily deleted it. Dean is now simply conning Justin Moriarty (Ginsberg) to teach him to write. With Kerouac’s deletions, the candle image has been amended to read:

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 and I shambled after 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 who never yawn or say a commonplace thing… but burn, burn, burn like yellow spidery roman candles with the blue centerlight across the night.


By hand Kerouac has added, “What would you have called these people in Goethe’s Germany?” On page 6 of the 347-page draft the passage has been redrafted and typed by Kerouac and then further corrected by hand, possibly by Helen Taylor. The corrections are shown below in brackets, and it is the corrected passage that appears in the published novel.

They rushed down the street together[,] digging everything in the early way they had[,] which has later now become [which later became] so much sadder and perceptive and blank[. B] but then they danced down the street like dingledodies[,] and I shambled after as usual [as usual] as I’ve been doing all my life after people who interest me, because the only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing… [,] but burn, burn, burn like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like a [a] spider[s] across the stars and in the middle you see the blue centerlight pop and everybody goes “Awww!” What do you [did they] call such young people in Goethe’s Germany?


In this example of one of On the Road’s best-known passages, we can see how in the complex process of revision and redrafting it is Kerouac who begins tempering the sexual content of his novel. In this instance the excising of the sexual relationship between Neal and Allen serves to obscure the erotic aspect of the image Kerouac is simultaneously trying to refine. Also significant are the later editorial changes that break Kerouac’s single long sentence in two. It is these changes to his sentences, rather than the cutting of scenes, which Kerouac would most strongly object to after the novel was published. He would blame Malcolm Cowley for making “endless revisions” and inserting “thousands of needless commas,” though it is Helen Taylor who very likely made these changes. Prevented from seeing the final galleys before the novel was printed, Kerouac would say that he “had no power to stand by my style for better or worse.”

Is the scroll the real On the Road? This is a natural question, especially as the novel trades so strongly in questions of authenticity, but it is perhaps the wrong one to ask. The scroll does not call into question the authenticity of the published novel but is in dialogue with it and all other versions of the text, including the proto-versions of the novel and Visions of Cody, so that Kerouac’s road novel becomes a twentieth-century Song of Myself. The scroll version of On the Road is, however, a markedly darker, edgier, and uninhibited text than the published book. The original version of On the Road is also, of course, a younger man’s book. Kerouac was still only twenty-nine in the spring of 1951. By the time the novel was published he would be thirty-five.

If the history of the novel from the fall of 1948 to the spring of 1951 is the story of Kerouac’s struggle to access the intimate style of writing so powerfully expressed in the scroll manuscript, what follows is the story of how, in editor Malcolm Cowley’s words, the novel became “publishable by [Viking’s] standards.”
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By June 10, 1951, Kerouac’s brief marriage to Joan Haverty had collapsed; Joan was pregnant and had returned to her mother after Kerouac denied he was the father of the child. In a letter written on that date, when Kerouac was moving from the apartment he had shared with Joan on West Twentieth Street to Lucien Carr’s nearby loft on West Twenty-first, Kerouac told Cassady that the “book is finished, handed in, waiting for the word from Giroux.”

Interviewed in 1997, Robert Giroux told the story of Kerouac’s unrolling the scroll in his office. Giroux insisted that the manuscript would have to be cut up and edited. Kerouac supposedly refused to entertain any such idea, telling Giroux that the “Holy Ghost” had dictated the novel. Kerouac also retrospectively recounted versions of this episode. It is possible Kerouac retyped and revised the scroll after such a confrontation, but the story may well be part of the mythmaking surrounding On the Road.* If it happened the meeting would have taken place in the days immediately after Kerouac completed the scroll and may possibly have first occasioned or encouraged Kerouac’s retyping of the scroll into more conventional form, though I believe Kerouac had already arrived at this decision by himself. On June 24 Kerouac reported that while Giroux had said he liked the book, formally submitted in a conventionally typed format, Harcourt, Brace had rejected it as “so new and unusual and controversial and censorable (with hipsters, weeds, fags, etc.) they won’t accept.” Kerouac was going south with his mother, he told Cassady, “to rest my mind and soul.”


On July 6 Kerouac’s then agent Rae Everitt at MCA wrote Kerouac care of his sister’s address in North Carolina, praising what she called the moments of “sheer magic poetry” in the novel. She commented that she had read the book

long before writing you this letter, but it took a lot of musing about… the musing came in trying to think whether this time I could speak honestly about my reaction to some of the rest of it without having you yank it away from me.


Everitt favored Books 3, 4, and 5 to 1 and 2 because there was a “shape and intensity to Dean and Sal’s” travels. Everitt told Kerouac that the novel began too self-consciously, as if Kerouac were trying to accustom the reader to “this extremely specialized style of writing.” As a result the novel was much too long,

the manuscript pages as they are now are about a page and a half of regular pages, which brings your total page count to roughly 450. Do you want to do this now or leave it [?]


Everitt’s assessment of the page count would indicate a manuscript of around three hundred pages.

On July 16 Kerouac sent a letter to Allen Ginsberg addressed to Allen Moriarty. Allen Moriarty, corrected by hand to Justin Moriarty, is the name Kerouac gives to Ginsberg in the 297-page draft. In the letter Kerouac writes that he is continuing cutting and writing insertions for the novel, and Everitt’s letter may have occasioned these further revisions.

Kerouac fell ill with phlebitis in North Carolina, and from August 11 to the end of the first week in September he was in the Veterans Hospital on Kingsbridge Road in the Bronx. From there he wrote to Ed White on September 1 to make arrangements for White’s visit to New York. On the back of some rough inserts in both French and English and headed “On the Road” Kerouac has written, “Yes—Am completely rewriting Neal-epic.” Kerouac’s re-writing may have included some of the handwritten inserts to be found in the 297-page draft of Road, but this is also the time Kerouac begins to write Visions of Cody.

In October and using a new technique he would call “sketching,” Kerouac began to fill the first of nine notebooks that would, when he was finished, amount to 955 handwritten pages. The first page of the first notebook is dated October 1951 and titled “On the Road. A Modern Novel.” On the front of the first notebook is written “Visions of Cody.” Kerouac tells Cassady on October 9, 1951 that he is sending him “these 3 now-typed-up-revised pages of my re-writing ROAD,” and that “since writing that I’ve come up with even greater complicated sentences & VISIONS.”

In the fall of 1951 Kerouac received an offer from Carl Solomon, then an editor at A. A. Wyn, to publish On the Road in their Ace imprint as the first in a three-book contract. Kerouac then traveled west again to visit Neal and Carolyn. He would stay in San Francisco until the spring, working for the Southern Pacific Railroad and continuing his labor on Visions of Cody. Stalling on delivering a manuscript that was becoming more radically experimental by the day, on December 27, 1951, he wrote to Carl Solomon that “I’m not gone off from A. A. Wyn. I’m only gone off to earn money on my own hook so that when I do sell my book it won’t make any difference and anyway it isn’t finished yet.” On March 12, 1952 he told Ed White that he had finished the novel in Neal’s attic. This novel was Visions of Cody.

On March 26, A. A. Wyn wrote to Kerouac care of the Cassady residence at 29 Russell Street, San Francisco:

Enclosed your copy of the signed contract of ON THE ROAD. The first advance of $250 is being sent to your mother… We look forward to seeing the present draft of the manuscript.


On April 7, Kerouac replied to Solomon, suggesting that Wyn publish an abridged paperback version of On the Road that would include a 160-page “sexy narrative stretch” about Cassady that Kerouac planned to excerpt from his manuscripts. The narrative Kerouac refers to, “I first met Neal Pomeray in 1947…,” corresponds to the last section of the published Cody. Kerouac may have been trying to prepare Solomon for what he knew would be the shock of the rest of Visions of Cody, writing that “my only fear is you wouldn’t publish full ROAD [Cody] in hardcover… believe me, Carl, the full ROAD will make Wyn a first rate reputation.” Telling Solomon not to worry about sacrificing reputation for profit Kerouac wrote, “Let’s do 2 editions.”

On May 17 Kerouac told Ginsberg that he had sent the manuscript to Carl Solomon and that he expected it to arrive by May 23. On May 18 Kerouac gave Ginsberg a high-spirited explanation of the “sketching” technique he had used to change “the conventional narrative survey” of On the Road to the “big multi-dimensional conscious and subconscious character invocation of Neal in his whirlwinds” of Cody:

Now here is what sketching is. In the first place you remember last September when Carl first ordered the Neal book and wanted it … Sketching came to me in full force on October 25th … - so strongly it didn’t matter about Carl’s offer and I began sketching everything in sight, so that On the Road took its turn from conventional narrative survey of road trips etc. into a big multi-dimensional conscious and subconscious character invocation of Neal in his whirlwinds. Sketching (Ed White casually mentioned it in 124 the Chinese restaurant near Columbia, “Why don’t you just sketch in the street like a painter but with words”) which I did … everything activates in front of you in myriad confusion, you just have to purify your mind and let it pour the words (which effortless angels of the vision fly when you stand in front of reality) and write with 100% personal honesty both psychic and social etc. and slap it all down shameless, willynilly, rapidly until sometimes I got so inspired I lost consciousness I was writing. Traditional source: Yeats’ trance writing, of course. It’s the only way to write.


The novel, Kerouac told Ginsberg, was “all good”:

We can show Road to Scribners or Simpson or Farrar Straus [Stanley Young] if necessary, change title to Visions of Neal or somethin, and I write new Road for Wynn.


What Ginsberg then read and what Kerouac had sent Carl Solomon at Wyn was indeed the manuscript of Visions of Cody and not On the Road. Kerouac’s attempts to prepare the ground for his revolution in prose went unheeded. In Cody, Kerouac’s command of his adopted language appears magical. It is a novel in which, as Holmes would later write, “the words were no longer words, but had become things. Somehow an open circuit of feeling had been established between his awareness and its object of the moment, and the result was as startling as being trapped in another man’s eyes.”

At the time Holmes read the novel with a kind of angry disbelief. Writing that he sometimes wished Kerouac “would blunt the edge” of his writing so that it might be given the recognition it deserved, Holmes later remembered

going out to walk by the East River, cursing Kerouac in my head for writing so well in a book which, I was firmly convinced, would never be published …. I recall that I cursed him, rather than the publishers, or the critics, or the culture itself that was excluding him. Some years later, I reread Cody with a feeling of amazement at my own confusion that was fully as great as my shame.


Allen Ginsberg also read the novel in the context of its commercial potential. “I don’t see how it will ever be published,” he told Kerouac on June 11. Some of the writing was “the best that is written in America,” but Kerouac’s book was also “crazy in a bad way.” It was “mixed up chronologically”; the surreal sections refused “to make sense” and the “Taperecords are partly hangup” and should be shortened.

Solomon was even more horrified than Ginsberg. On July 30 he sent a blistering letter to Kerouac care of his mother’s Richmond Hill address:

We’ve had a reading of ON THE ROAD and, though we understand it to be merely a “present draft,” we are thoroughly bewildered by almost everything you’ve done since the opening 23-page sample and the prospectus. The subsequent 500 pages are so utterly unlike the novel you began and which we were expecting [after having contracted for it] that they seem to have no relation to each other…. At present, some ninety-five per cent of what follows page 23 seems to us a thoroughly incoherent mess.*


Kerouac added a handwritten note to Carolyn Cassady: “This is the reception On the Road [Cody] is getting - Ginsberg + Holmes are even more irritated - it’s undoubtedly a great book.” In reply to Solomon on August 5, Kerouac conceded that the “new vision” of Visions of Cody (which he was still calling On the Road) is “going to be considered unprintable for a while to come,” but this was because of the shortsightedness of publishers. To label the book “incoherent is not only a semantic mistake but an act of cowardice and intellectual death.”

This is what will happen: “On the Road [Cody]” will be published… and it will gain its due recognition, in time, as the first or one of the first modern prose books in America; not merely a “novel,” which is after all a European form… And all you will have succeeded in doing is putting another cookbook on your list to fill the gap I leave. You can spin a thousand neat epigrams to prove that any cookbook is better than the wild visions of Neal Pomeray and the Road. But not when the worms start digesting, brothers and sisters.

I didn’t write “On the Road” [Cody] to be malicious, I wrote it with joy in my heart, and a conviction that somewhere along the line somebody will see it without the present day goggles on and realize the freedom of expression that still lies ahead.


Solomon’s reply to Kerouac’s “masterful cudgelling” on August 5 accepted that “you may be entirely accurate in accusing us of lack of vision, and of tastes molded by television. However, we have never claimed to be prophets… [O]ur rejection of [Cody] in 1952 may well, as you feel, mark us for ridicule twenty-five years later.” Writing that he was obliged to judge manuscripts by the standards of the day, Solomon wrote that the novel, “after the point when you discovered your ‘sketching’ technique, is simply an experiment we do not understand.” Visions of Cody would not be published until 1972, three years after Kerouac’s death.*

For Kerouac the years immediately after the failure to get On the Road or Visions of Cody published are marked by obscurity and ragged wandering between North Carolina, San Francisco, Mexico, and New York. In the summer of 1952 he left Mexico and returned to Rocky Mount, where he worked for a short time in a textile mill. In the fall he returned to the West Coast and worked on the railroad, living for the most part in a San Francisco skid row hotel room and saving to go back to Mexico. Remarkably, although he was rejected, alone, poor, and homeless, the flow of brilliant work that had started with On the Road and Visions of Cody continued. His writing flew. In Mexico in the summer he finished Doctor Sax. In the West he wrote “October in the Railroad Earth.” Back in Richmond Hill in the New Year he wrote Maggie Cassidy. On his thirtieth birthday on March 12, 1952, Kerouac, on his way to Mexico from San Francisco, wrote to John Holmes:

I have completely reached my peak maturity now and am blowing such mad poetry and literature that I’ll look back years later with amazement and chagrin that I can’t do it anymore, but nobodys going to know this fact for 15, 20 years, only I know it, and maybe Allen.


In July 1953, Malcolm Cowley began to take an active interest in Kerouac’s work after receiving a letter from Allen Ginsberg. As Steve Turner notes, Ginsberg had worked in advertising and journalism for years, and his approach to Cowley was not accidental. A hugely significant and influential figure in the story of twentieth-century American literature, Malcolm Cowley had championed Hemingway in the 1920s and done much to recover the listing reputation of William Faulkner by editing The Portable Faulkner for Viking in 1946. Born in 1898 and enlisting, like Hemingway, in the ambulance service during the First World War, Cowley had been literary editor of The New Republic, succeeding Edmund Wilson, from 1929 to 1944, and would become president of the National Institute of Arts and Letters in 1956. A literary adviser to Viking, Cowley, who had been among the foremost literary historians of the Lost Generation writers of the 1920s and who would write that remembered writers “do not come forward singly… they appear in clusters and constellations that are surrounded by comparatively empty years,” was in this sense a good man to have in Kerouac’s corner. But Cowley never really understood Kerouac’s work and was often patronizingly hostile to it, and he did not support Kerouac’s plans for what Cowley called “the interminable” Duluoz Legend.

In his July 6 letter Ginsberg reported to Cowley that Kerouac had asked that Ginsberg try to “set his affairs in order.” Ginsberg wrote that Kerouac “is well and working on another version of On the Road. (I understand you were not aware that he intended to continue work on this book).”

Calling Kerouac “the most interesting writer who is not being published today,” Cowley replied on July 14 that the “only manuscript of his that I have read with a chance of immediate publication is the first version of On the Road. As much of the second version as I saw contained some impressively good writing but no story whatsoever.” Cowley’s reply suggests that what he had seen was the second draft of Road and sections of Visions of Cody, while Ginsberg’s comment that Kerouac was working on “another version” of On the Road raises the possibility that Kerouac had begun work on a third draft. By the fall the second draft was under consideration at Viking. In his in-house memorandum of October 20 editor Malcolm Cowley wrote:

On the Road is an account of some trips across the continent in the years 1947–9. It was written almost breathlessly by the author working day and night on a 100-foot-long roll of artist’s paper. I think he finished it in three weeks, handed it in to his (then) editor at Harcourt, Bob Giroux, and had it rejected. Later he did a good deal of rewriting on this conventionally typed draft, and this summer he went through the draft making many small cuts and some additions. We have it now, with the author’s permission to change it any way we please---though I think he is making a few additional changes of his own, especially cutting out the second return from San Francisco and moving one Denver chapter to the West Coast. These sound like good changes that will tighten the story.

I think it is the great source document of life among the beat or hip generation. Faults: the author is solemn about himself and about Dean. Some of his best episodes would get the book suppressed for obscenity. But I think there is a book here that should and must be published. The question is whether we can publish it and what we can or must do to make it publishable by our standards. I have some ideas, all for cutting.


Viking rejected the 297-page draft of Road in November 1953.

On Cowley’s recommendation, in the summer of 1954 Arabelle Porter, editor of New World Writing, accepted for publication Kerouac’s “Jazz of the Beat Generation,” a fusion of material taken from Road and Cody and credited with being selected from The Beat Generation, a novel completed in 1951. In his letter of thanks dated August 6, 1954, Kerouac told Cowley that On the Road was now retitled “Beat Generation.” This was the title Kerouac would prefer until the fall of 1955. The book had been at Little, Brown for a “long time,” he said, and had been rejected there. It was now under consideration at Dutton. In September, Sterling Lord, who had now become Kerouac’s agent, told Cowley that “On the Road, or The Beat Generation, as he now calls it, is still unsold.” On August 23 Kerouac told Ginsberg that he had called the novel “The Beat Generation,” “hoping to sell it… Lit-tleshit Little Brown Seymour Lawrence” had turned the novel down.

Though it was his first publication in five years, Kerouac used the name Jean-Louis when “Jazz of the Beat Generation” was published in April 1955. Kerouac told Cowley that he had used the name “because I have an ex-wife who is continually trying to get me in the workhouse for non-support.” Kerouac also pointed out that he wasn’t using a pseudonym, as his full name was “John [Jack] [Jean-Louis] Kerouac.” Cowley had hoped that the publication of extracts from On the Road would help in getting a contract for the complete novel, and replied that “I did think it was wrong of you to change your name because John Kerouac is a good name for literary purposes, and by signing your work Jean-Louis you miss the reputation that you have already built up.”

After “Jazz of the Beat Generation” was published Kerouac furiously tried to generate interest in his work and was frustrated not to hear any good news about the fate of his many manuscripts. By July 4 Kerouac was “about ready to jump off a bridge,” as he wrote to Cowley after the two had met in New York.

Cowley wrote to Kerouac on July 12 with the news that Peter Matthiessen had accepted Kerouac’s “The Mexican Girl” episode of On the Road for publication in The Paris Review. “The Mexican Girl” was later chosen by Martha Foley for The Best American Short Stories of 1956 anthology. Cowley told Kerouac that “On the Road is still being considered by Dodd, Mead. If it comes back from them Keith [Jennison, an editor at Viking] and I will take another crack at getting it accepted by Viking.” Cowley also offered to write a foreword to On the Road so that Viking might consider it more favorably. He told Kerouac that he had written to the National Institute of Arts and Letters asking if they could send Kerouac some money through the Writers’ and Artists’ Revolving Fund. Meanwhile, he said, “don’t get downhearted. Better times are coming.”

Cowley’s “warm and beautiful” letter “really made me feel good,” Kerouac told Sterling Lord on July 19. “I would rather have [On the Road] at Viking any day, because of the integrity of such a foreword.” He expressed his thanks to Cowley on the same day, telling him that “your letter made me feel good, and warm, and better than anything in years.” He “hopes Dodd, Mead hurries up and gets the manuscript back to you.” A foreword by Cowley would give the book “literary class and a literary kick in the ass … S’what I want, to be published by Viking.” He wrote that he would use his own name again, but “Sterling and I agreed on JACK Kerouac rather than JOHN which I think is more natural.” From Mexico in August Kerouac wrote Cowley “having just heard the good news” that he had received an award from the National Institute.

You have been very kind, have exhibited divinely-inspired gentleness … have kept quiet and tranquility in yr. heart and helped helpless angels.


Kerouac wrote to Cowley on September 11 saying, “I’m glad you got the Sal Paradise ms at last. You and Keith just gotta succeed.”

On September 16 Cowley replied with good news. Writing that he thought On the Road is “the right name for the book,” Cowley told Kerouac that the book was now “being very seriously considered” by Viking and that there was “quite a good chance that we will publish it.” Publication depended, wrote Cowley, on “three ifs”:

if we can figure out what the right changes will be (cuts and rearrangements); if we can be sure that the book won’t be suppressed for immorality; and if it won’t get us into libel suits.


In an undated in-house memo on the “libel aspects” Cowley restated his worries about the “principal difficulties” of obscenity and libel, but argued that many of the characters involved in the narrative “are not the sort who bring libel suits—in fact, many of them have read the manuscript and are rather proud to be described in it, or so I gather.” What worried Cowley more were the points where “respectable” characters enter the story. Denver D. Doll would have to be “changed beyond recognition.” Cowley did not believe that “Old Bull Balloon” (Burroughs) would sue: “the original of the figure comes from a fairly prominent family—courts of law are what he would like to stay at a very long distance from.” Cowley wanted a second opinion before he could be sure that the book was safe for publication, and Viking called in lawyer Nathaniel Whitehorn.

If it remains unclear when, precisely, Kerouac wrote the 347-page draft, Kerouac’s letter on September 11, 1955, may indicate that he had sent Cowley the new draft at this time, or that the manuscript was returned to Cowley from Dodd, Mead, and he had let Kerouac know. What is clear is that by then the 347-page draft of the novel was the one Cowley was reading. Justin W. Brierly, the Denver luminary who groomed promising young local boys for Columbia University and a figure Kerouac satirizes at length in the original version, is disguised as Beattie G. Davis in the 297-page draft. It is only in the 347-page draft that Kerouac calls him Denver D. Doll.

Agreeing with Cowley that the novel should be called On the Road and not Beat Generation, on September 20 Kerouac breezily outlined the steps he had already taken to avoid libel. These included making Denver D. Doll “an instructor at Denver Univ. instead of Denver High School.” He had changed “the name of the Mexican whorehouse city from Victoria to ‘Gregoria.’ ” He was on close terms with “Galatea Buckle’ who is only proud of being in a book.” Kerouac also told Cowley:

Any changes you want to make okay with me. Remember your idea in 1953 to dovetail trip No. 2 into Trip No. 3 making it one trip? I’m available to assist you in any re-arranging matters of course


Cowley did not think Kerouac was taking the issue of libel seriously. Writing on October 12 care of Allen Ginsberg’s address in Berkeley, where Kerouac was visiting, Cowley told him that the manuscript had been with the lawyer Viking had hired for two weeks. Cowley explained that because the novel was primarily a record of experiences,

[j]ust changing the names of the characters and changing a few of their physical characteristics aren’t enough to prevent a libel suit if the character can still be recognized by the details that we name…. I had better warn you again that this question of libel is serious…. The changes you mentioned in your letter aren’t nearly enough. You had better be thinking of some further changes that would keep (Doll) from bringing suit.


For characters like Moriarty, Cowley wrote, “the safest course might be to get the original of the character to sign a release.” Again, Cowley repeated that these were “serious difficulties.”

Two days later Kerouac fired back another optimistic letter. Reporting that Allen Ginsberg had “just made a sensation” reading “Howl” at the “Six Poets at the Six Gallery” event on October 7, Kerouac said that the problem of libel would be “easily solved.” He would “speedily” obtain libel releases and if this was not possible he would “make the appropriate requisite changes… There is no question that you’ll have all my cooperation.” Kerouac’s eventual response to Viking’s concerns about the possibility of Brierly’s bringing a libel suit is to cut from the 347-page manuscript the majority of scenes in which Denver D. Doll appears.

After seeing the publicity generated by the Six Gallery reading Viking was keen to get Kerouac’s novel into production. Tanny Whitehorn sent libel release forms to Helen Taylor at Viking on October 31. They were to be signed “by as many of John Kerouac’s friends who may have anything to do with ‘On the Road’ as he can possibly get.” Whitehorn delivered his report on the novel the following day.

Whitehorn’s 9-page report listed page-referenced instances in the 347-page manuscript where characters who had already been disguised by Kerouac might still be able to identify themselves and take exception to the way they had been portrayed. Next to the various names and page references on his copy of the report Kerouac has added handwritten notes indicating the course of action he had taken. Next to Denver D. Doll’s name Kerouac has written, “Doll removed except for most casual references.” “Out” is written next to many of Whitehorn’s notes. Whitehorn objects to a reference to “Jane walking around in a benzedrine hallucination.” Jane was Joan Vollmer Burroughs, and she had been accidentally shot dead by William Burroughs in September 1951. Next to Whitehorn’s note Kerouac has written “Jane dead.”

On November 2 Taylor thanked Whitehorn for the releases and for his “laborious” work on the novel. “Now it is our turn to do a lot of tedious digging and editing,” she wrote, “and then we reach the next stage. I am afraid you will have to look at it again.”

After receiving the “libel-clearing statement forms” Kerouac secured releases from the “two heroes,” “Dean Moriarty” and “Carlo Marx.” “I can get signatures from everybody,” Kerouac wrote on November 14. Ginsberg signed his release “for the benefit of American literature. X. Carlo Marx, as it were.”

Despite “instantly” signing and mailing the forms Kerouac was frustrated to hear nothing back from Cowley. “Did you receive those two signatures,” he writes on December 23. “I sent them right back; don’t tell me you didn’t get em! Weeks ago.” Kerouac was also frustrated when neither a contract nor the promised list of recommended changes was sent.

The spring of 1956 found Kerouac still waiting. After a series of missed connections he characterized as “malign fate,” Cowley promised to send the list of recommended corrections in time for Kerouac to work on them in Washington’s Skagit Valley, where Kerouac was working as a fire lookout for the summer on Desolation Peak. This delay, added to the already long wait to have the novel published, not surprisingly tested Kerouac’s resolve, and he complained to Sterling Lord on April 10 that the saga was taking on “absurd-martyr-proportions I can’t buy.” More than once he threatened to take On the Road from Viking. Always he relented, convinced that Viking represented his best chance despite the collective dragging of feet on the project that continued through 1956. For the most part he released his anger in letters to Sterling Lord and unsent letters to Cowley.

Kerouac was still anxious in the fall of 1956, writing to Sterling Lord from San Francisco in September to ask “what’s happening now?” “Tell me what you think about the Viking Press situation,” Kerouac asked Lord, “perhaps you might suggest we change the title to WOW and publish it right away.”* On October 7 Kerouac wrote from Mexico City asking Lord to retrieve “Beat Generation” from Cowley. “Tell him I respect his sincerity, but I’m not too sure about the others at Viking and tell him I don’t care … I want that book sold on street stalls, it is a book about the streets. Do what you can … I’ve been through every conceivable disgrace now and no rejection or acceptance by publishers can alter that awful final feeling of death—of life-which-is-death.”

Cowley’s final acceptance report for Viking is undated but would have been written toward the end of 1956. Cowley traced the history of the book. Remembering that the novel had been rejected in 1953 “with the proviso that we’d like to see it again,” Cowley wrote that Viking had subsequently worked to “remove the two great problems of libel and obscenity …. Moreover, Kerouac changed the story to avoid most of the libel danger … and Helen Taylor went over it taking out the rest of the libel, some of the obscenity, and tightening the story.”

Cowley wrote that On the Road is not “a great or even a likable book.” The “wild bohemians” of the novel were like “machines gone haywire … with hardly any emotions except a determination to say Yes to any new experience”

The book, I prophesy, will get mixed but interested reviews, it will have a good sale (perhaps a very good one), and I don’t think there is any doubt that it will be reprinted as a paperback. Moreover it will stand for a long time as the honest record of another way of life.


On New Year’s Day 1957, Kerouac reported to Sterling Lord from Florida that “the m.s. of ROAD is all ready for the printer, please tell Keith and Malcolm to have complete confidence in the libel-clearing thorough job I did on it… they will be pleased.” Traveling to New York by Greyhound bus from Florida, Kerouac turned in the manuscript to Cowley on January 8. The signed contract between Viking and “John” Kerouac, for a novel “tentatively entitled On the Road,” is dated January 10, 1957. Kerouac received $1,000 against all earnings, with $250 due on signing, $150 on acceptance, and the balance of $600 in payments of $l00 for six months. The royalty agreement saw Kerouac receive 10 percent on all copies sold up to 10,000, 12.5 percent up to 12,500, and 15 percent thereafter. Kerouac reported to John Clellon Holmes on January 10 that he would be signing “contract tomorrow for sure with Viking.”

On February 24 Cowley wrote to Kerouac turning down his new novel “Desolation Angels.” He wrote, “Meanwhile On the Road is going through the works at a good rate—pretty soon it will all be set up in type—and then the salesmen will go out on the road with ‘On the Road,’ and I hope they sell a lot of copies.”

With the contracts signed and the book in production Kerouac found himself isolated by Viking. Writing from Berkeley in July, and worried about how the forthcoming Howl obscenity trial set for August would affect On the Road, Kerouac complained about the “eerie silence” to Sterling Lord. “I’m real worried because you never write any more, as tho something was wrong, or is it just my imagination? I wrote a long letter to Keith Jennison, also no answer. Is ON THE ROAD going to be published? And if so, what about the final galleys I have to see, and what about the picture of me, and isn’t there some kind of promotion or business going on I should know about. I tell you I am lonesome and scared not hearing from anybody.”

After the small literary magazine New Editions published “Neal and the Three Stooges,” an extract from Visions of Cody, in July, Kerouac sent a copy to Cowley, pointedly writing that he thought Cowley would be “amused to see my ‘untouched’ prose in print.” Kerouac was writing to ask when he would be sent the final galleys of On the Road, but was interrupted in his writing by the delivery of advance copies of the novel. As described in Desolation Angels, Neal Cassady knocked on the door in Berkeley just as Kerouac was unpacking the books. Feeling that he had been caught “red-handed,” Kerouac gave Cassady, “the hero of the poor crazy sad book,” the first copy.

The cultural tensions that can be read in all of these exchanges and negotiations, the mixture of excitement and distaste shown by senior figures at Viking toward Kerouac and his work, the attempts to manage and commodify his wild book and Kerouac’s enthusiastic vulnerability and complicity in that process, and the half-apprehended sense on all sides that literary and cultural history were about to be made would all be publicly played out in the reviews of On the Road that began to appear after the novel was finally published on September 5, 1957.

In Minor Characters, Joyce Johnson describes how just before midnight on September 4 she and Kerouac went to a newsstand at Sixty-sixth and Broadway to wait for copies of the New York Times to be delivered. When the papers came off the delivery truck, and the old man at the newsstand had cut the string that kept the newspapers in bales, Joyce and Jack bought a copy and read Gilbert Millstein’s review of On the Road under a street lamp and then over again and again in Donnelly’s bar on Columbus Avenue.

Millstein’s review, in which he called the book “an authentic work of art,” announced On the Road as “a major novel,” and its publication “an historic event.” Praising Kerouac’s style and technical virtuosity, Millstein argued that the excesses of Sal and Dean, their “frenzied pursuit of every sensory impression,” were made and intended by Kerouac primarily “to serve a spiritual purpose.” It may be that Kerouac’s generation, Millstein wrote, did “not know what refuge it is seeking, but it is seeking.” It was in this spiritual sense, Millstein argued, that Kerouac had taken the most challenging and difficult of the paths available to the postwar American writer identified by John Aldridge in his study, “After the Lost Generation.” Kerouac, in Aldridge’s words, had stated “the need for belief even though it is upon a background in which belief is impossible.” This need for belief was also what John Clellon Holmes had privileged in “This Is the Beat Generation,” an article commissioned by Millstein for the Sunday New York Times in 1951 and from which he also quoted in his review of On the Road. Holmes had argued that the difference between the “Lost” and “Beat” generations was in the latter’s “will to believe even in the face of an inability to do so in conventional terms.” “How to live,” Holmes wrote, then became much more “crucial than why.”

If Millstein’s identification of On the Road as a novel concerned most strongly with the search for affirmation in the context of a spiritually barren and fearful American society was an attempt to establish the ground on which the novel would be discussed, his view was challenged by less sympathetic reviewers who, while they could not ignore the exhuberant beauty and freshness of Kerouac’s style, would not concede the seriousness of his spiritual purpose and intent. In the New York Times on Sunday, September 8, David Dempsey argued that “Jack Kerouac has written an enormously readable and entertaining book but one reads it in the same mood that he might visit a sideshow—the freaks are fascinating although they are hardly part of our lives.”

Other cultural critics were more openly hostile. Reviewing the novel for the New York World-Telegram & Sun, Robert C. Ruark argued that On the Road was not much more than a “candid admission” that Kerouac “had been on the bum for six years.” Kerouac’s “snivelling” characters, wrote Ruark, were “punks” who needed a kick “in the pants.” In the New Leader on October 28, William Murray argued that the novel was certainly significant and important in the context of the “mood and meaning” of its time, but Kerouac “is most certainly not an artist, for that would imply a discipline and unity of purpose which his writing does not reflect.” On the Road was important, Murray continued, “because it communicates directly in a non-literary way an emotional experience of our time.”

What Viking publicity director Patricia McManus called the novel’s “resounding, if mixed, effect” in an in-house memo dated February 6, 1958, led to On the Road’s quickly going through three editions. In an earlier, prepublication memo, McManus had anticipated, “judging by advance readings,” that the novel would “stir-up considerable lively discussion, pro and con.” By January 1958, McManus reported, “at least two colleges have adopted it for modern literature courses (how the schools are using it hasn’t yet been ascertained … perhaps for after-curfew reading).”

The controversy over Jack Kerouac and On the Road became the focal contest in a larger cultural war in which Kerouac’s insistence that he was on a spiritual quest, his liminal working-class, French-Canadian status, and his apparently out-of-nowhere emergence as the mythologizer and reluctant figurehead of a countercultural generation defined by opposition to cold war politics and ideology made him an open target. Kerouac’s novel, written six years earlier and concerned with the “hot” and exuberant youth of the late 1940s, was mistakenly seen as direct social commentary on the “cool” youth culture of the late 1950s. Kerouac’s technical success in collapsing the distinction between fiction and nonfiction also meant that the intended and conscious thematic and structural kinships On the Road shares with canonical American novels including, most obviously and notably, Moby-Dick, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and The Great Gatsby, went largely unnoticed, while many readers, because it suited them to do so, simply confused Kerouac with Dean Moriarty. In his, “The Cult of Unthink,” published in Horizon, September 15, 1958, Robert Brustein linked Kerouac with the “glowering” and inarticulate “tribal followers” of Marlon Brando and James Dean. The “Beat Generation,” Brustein argued, was surly and discontented, “of much muscle and little mind” and “prepared to offer violence with little provocation.” “It is not so long a jump,” Brustein continued, “from the kick-seeking poet to the kick-seeking adolescent who, sinking his knife into the flesh of his victim, thanked him for the ‘experience.’ ”

Kerouac, a lifelong pacifist who had thrown down his rifle and walked off the field while in navy boot camp, replied to Brustein on September 24, a week before publication of the emphatically spiritual and pacific The Dharma Bums on October 2:

None of my characters travel “in packs” or are a “juvenile gang” ensemble or carry knives. I conceived On the Road as a book about tenderness among the wild young hell-raisers like your grandfather in 1880 when he was a youngster. I have never exalted anyone of a violent nature at any time … Dean Moriarty and Sal Paradise were completely spiteless characters, unlike their critics.


Notwithstanding his attempts to engage his critics in serious debate, Kerouac found to his cost, as Joyce Johnson writes, that what most interviewers wanted was to get the “inside story on the Beat Generation and its avatar.” Specifically, or course, these interviewers wanted Kerouac to explain the meaning of “Beat,” the word that began to be heard everywhere. “Beat,” Johnson writes, was

first uttered on a Times Square street corner in 1947 by the hipster-angel Herbert Huncke in some evanescent moment of exalted exhaustion, but resonating later in Jack’s mind, living on to accrue new meaning, connecting finally with the Catholic, Latin beatific. “Beat is really saying beatific. See?” Jack so earnest in making his point so the interviewer can get it right, respecting the journalistic search for accuracy although he knows accuracy is not the same as truth.


Again and again, Johnson writes, Kerouac “will go through this derivation with increasing weariness … the words slurring progressively.” So began the nightmare of what Johnson called Kerouac’s “awful success.” Kerouac’s drinking, always heavy, became uncontrolled, and the novel he had begun nearly ten years before in Ozone Park condemned him to his fate as the mythological “King of the Beats,” which is where we began.

This account is a contribution to an ongoing counternarrative intended to displace mythology and recover Kerouac as a writer, first and always. “That is how I remember Kerouac,” William Burroughs wrote, “as a writer talking about writers or sitting in a quiet corner with a notebook, writing in longhand … You feel that he was writing all the time; that writing was the only thing he thought about. He never wanted to do anything else.”



End of sample
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