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No beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity. . . .
But I know none, and therefore am no beast.



 
— WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Richard III





EDITOR’S NOTE
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This oral history began with the memorial issue published by Rolling Stone immediately after Hunter S. Thompson’s suicide on Sunday, February 20, 2005. The idea of creating tributes through the eyes and ears of contemporaries began early in our magazine’s history. We’ve done it often, reaching people by phone or in person to capture their memories of the subject, and it’s become a kind of ritual that starts up automatically when a hero of ours or a musical or literary giant passes.

With Hunter it was this and more. We went all out. There were a lot of people who knew and loved him, and they spoke so vividly (many of them, of course, were professional word slingers) and so fully that it was clear from the beginning (Hunter actually, for the first time, left us with a not unreasonable deadline) that we had a lot on our hands. The team effort consisted of two principal features editors, an occasional designated hitter, myself doing a final edit on everything, and the interviews and research done by two former Rolling Stone editorial assistants, both of whom had been tasked to Hunter on separate occasions (you’ll read about that amazing perspective shortly).

I did find it amusing that once again — though for the last time — everyone at the magazine and some far-flung others were being pressed into one final, consuming deadline struggle on behalf of Dr. Thompson. It was like the old days in a curious and sweet way. We were still working for Hunter.

Corey Seymour and Tobias Perse, who were the former assistants  who came in to do the grunt work, were deep in the trenches more than a decade ago, when they were each assigned at one point to be Hunter’s aide-de-camp/slave when he was doing major features for the magazine. Their own stories in this volume are both eye-opening and hair-raising. In any case, they came in to show their love one last time; and Corey, because of his special devotion and doggedness, stayed on to expand that special issue fiftyfold, traveling the country and going back in person to many of the principals, visiting childhood friends, chasing down the stars, and collecting transcripts that when they were first roughly assembled came to some 500,000 words, about three times the length of this book.

For Corey, it was a labor of love, as much as anything; I feel the same.

Also, from the memorial issue, we have included as prefatory essays here my own open eulogy for a man who had been one of my closest friends and a lifelong partner in crime, as well as a tribute/memoir/ love letter written, on deadline, by Johnny Depp. Johnny and Hunter were both bad boys from Kentucky, and they admired and loved each other deeply. I saw with my own eyes how special Johnny had become to Hunter, and likewise how devoted and worshipful Johnny had been toward him.

Hunter knew an amazing number of people; he was open and friendly to most strangers; he was charismatic and compelling — to a fault, truly — and he attracted and held sway with more good, close friends than most of us have, admirers, neighbors, worshippers, politicians, groupies, fellow writers, bartenders, nut jobs, hard cases, women, and thrill seekers of all stripes. Many people who knew Hunter well over many years spoke to us but, alas, were edited out for reasons of space and duplication. Stories of Hunter’s wild escapades and deadline frenzies are legendary and numerous, but after a while they can become a tedious read. Lack of inclusion here is no denial that strong and real friendships and relationships existed with many good and kind  people. I’m also sorry that Hunter’s second wife, Anita, would not allow her quotes to be used, but she was fully cooperative with the reporting and was forthcoming in all other aspects.

In editing this book, I learned quite a bit about Hunter that I didn’t know, and I did think I nearly knew it all. He was a man of many interests, moods, quirks, and passions; more than one hundred voices start to reveal all that here. And there is the common theme of how much everyone loved him, how singular and powerful a presence he was in people’s lives.

To write someone’s biography — or to edit an oral history — is to sift and choose among all kinds of nuances, shadowings, points of view, and points of fact. To print any given fact is to endorse it and to give it validity; to choose any particular individual’s insight or memory is to give it a historical importance.

I was glad to take on the responsibility of making those choices; it felt right, and I ask only for the reader’s understanding and faith when it comes to how I portrayed my own role in Hunter’s life and work. In my own mind, those decisions had to be able to stand the tests of time and a skeptical examination.

For my part, I want to thank Corey for his devotion and hard work, then and now; Paul Scanlon, a man with a fine eye and a fine pen; Lynn Nesbit, Hunter’s longtime agent, and our mutual friend, who suggested and sold this book; Colonel Depp, a comrade in arms; Doug Brinkley, Juan Thompson, Sondi (Sandy always to me) Thompson, Laila Nabulsi, and Deborah Fuller, who have been friends and allies and family through many years; and Jane Wenner, “queen of the underground,” whose photo was next to Hunter’s phone until the day he died.

 
 — J.S.W.  
Martha’s Vineyard  
August 2007





FOREWORD

My Brother in Arms by Jann S. Wenner
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Hunter S. Thompson was part of the DNA of Rolling Stone, one of those twisting strands of chemicals around which a new life is formed. He was such a big part of my life, and I loved him deeply.

He was a man of energy, physical presence, utter charm, genius talent, and genius humor. It was very hard to have to give him up and say good-bye.

When I was a young man, twenty-four years old, in the summer of 1970, I had the great fortune of meeting Hunter. He came to my office, then in San Francisco, to settle the details of writing an article about his campaign for sheriff in Aspen, Colorado. He was thirty-three, stood six-three, shaved bald, dark glasses, smoking, carrying two six-packs of beer; he sat down, slowly unpacked a leather satchel full of “travel necessities” onto my desk — mainly hardware, like flashlights, a siren, knives, boxes of cigarettes and filters, whiskey, corkscrews, flares — and didn’t leave for three hours. He was hypnotic, and by the end I was deep into his campaign.

The record indicates that in 1970 we published “The Battle of Aspen”; in 1971, he wrote about the stirrings of Mexican unrest in East Los Angeles, based in part on a fiery lawyer named Oscar Zeta Acosta, who later that year emerged as Dr. Gonzo in “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.”

In 1972, we began nonstop coverage of the Nixon-McGovern presidential campaign. Hunter took over my life then — and for many years after that, when he was reporting (long nocturnal telephone calls and frequent all-night strategy sessions) and especially when he was writing.

After “Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,” everything else he wrote was a full-out siege. Setting up the assignment was easy — Hunter was pretty much welcome everywhere and had the skills and instincts to run a presidential campaign if he had wanted. But then came the travel arrangements: hotels, tickets, researchers, rental cars. Then, later in the process, finding a place for him to hunker down and write — the Seal Rock Inn, Key West, Owl Farm, preferably somewhere isolated and with a good bar. Flying in IBM Selectric typewriters with the right typeface; booze and drugs (usually he had this part already done); arranging for a handler-assistant at his end; and then, back at Rolling Stone,  I had to be available to read and edit copy as it came in eight-to-ten-page bursts — via the Xerox telecopier (“the mojo wire”), a primitive fax that had a stylus that printed onto treated paper (at a rate of seven minutes per page) and smelled. I had to talk to Hunter for hours, then track and organize the various scenes and sections. He usually began writing in the middle, then would back up or skip around to write what he felt good about at that moment, reporting scenes that might fit somewhere later, or spinning out total fantasies (“Insert ZZ” or “midnight screed”) that would also find a place — parts that were flights of genius. Generally the lede was easy, describing the invariably dramatic weather wherever he was writing from. Then a flurry of headlines and chapter headings and the transitions he had to produce on demand to create the flow and logic, and always, sooner or later, the conclusion, which we always called “the Wisdom.”

He liked to work against a crisis, and if there wasn’t a legitimate one, he made one. We never had a fight about the editing. I never tried to change him or “improve” him, but since I had a pretty deep understanding of his style and his motives, I could tell where he was going and sit at his side and read the map to him. If I didn’t personally supervise everything he wrote for Rolling Stone, he wouldn’t finish. It was a bit like being the cornerman for Ali. Editing Hunter required stamina, but I was young, and this was once in a lifetime, and we were both clear on that.

Hunter’s office visits and debriefings were always an event. The late arrival, the slow, long, ambling walk down the hall, the gathering commotion, and finally some kind of loud noise or shriek or siren blast as he got to my office. We had an ice-making machine installed at his insistence. He was a Pied Piper, and everyone realized how extraordinary he was — charming, flirtatious, insanely funny. And smart.

Life with Hunter was so much fun — he used to stay at my house, but that got to be a little too much. Car rides — headlights off — at three a.m. on moonless nights with a head full of acid were a pretty standard feature in those days. Later on, Hunter used to tell me that I was responsible for the drug problem in America. “Are you kidding? It’s your fault, Hunter, and everyone knows it.” We agreed to share the blame. (For the record, I never canceled his life insurance when he went to Saigon. And also for the record, I do not have seven thousand first editions of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas secretly warehoused, to be sold upon his death.)

I am no longer pissed at him for shooting off a fire extinguisher in my elegant New York office a few years ago, which he did to remind me that he had done the same thing years earlier, very late one mellowed-out night, as I sat listening to music in front of the fireplace in my living room, deep into the lysergic.

Great stories of “bad craziness” and gonzo behavior are legendary, and they are all true. It was part of what all of us found so addictive about Hunter: It was an adrenaline rush to be with him. Walking with him, you knew you were likely to come near the edge of  the cliff, to sense danger, to get as close to the edge as most of us get in our lives.

And, at the same time, so extremely funny.

Our friendship became a deep one; we were at each other’s houses constantly for years; our families became close-knit. The stories of his loyalty and courage told by his many, many friends in this book convey what it was really like to be his friend.

We both were deep into politics and shared the same ambition to have a voice in where the country was going (thus, the “National Affairs Desk”). We deliberately set out to do this. We became partners in this as well, as mad as it may have seemed at the time — a rock & roll magazine and a man known for writing about motorcycle gangs, joining forces to change the country. We used to read aloud what he had just written, get to certain phrases or sentences, and just exclaim to each other, “Hot fucking damn.” It was scorching, original, and it was fun. He was my brother in arms.

In my opinion, he hit his peak in humor in a piece titled “Fear and Loathing in Elko” (1992), a dark, sustained masterpiece of violence and madness. Although many people tend to neglect his later work — and he wrote much less in the last ten years — “Elko,” “A Dog Took My Place” (1983), and “Polo Is My Life: Fear and Loathing in Horse Country” (1994) are among his very best, at the top of his form.

Now those days are gone. Once I had Hunter all to myself, and now I don’t have him at all. He was a careful, deliberate, and calculating man, and his suicide was not careless, not an accident, and not selfish. He was in a wheelchair toward the end of his life, and he decided he would not be able to live with extreme physical disability; it just wasn’t him. He had already lived longer than he, or any of us, had expected. He had lived a great life, filled with friends, his genius talent, and righteousness.


Yr. Buddy,  
Jann
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Woody Creek  
March 11th, 1998


 
Dear Jann,


Just seeing you and me and Joe [Eszterhas] mentioned in the same paragraph still gives me an atavistic rush. My memory of those days is mainly of tremendous energy and talent and rare commitment running (almost) amok, but not quite. It was like being invited into a bonfire and finding out that fire is actually your friend. Ho Ho . . .

But just how hot can you stand it, brother, before your love will crack?

That was the real question in those days, I think. Or maybe it was about how much money you were being paid. Or how much fun you were having. Who knows? Some people were fried to cinders, as I recall, while others used the heat to transmogrify themselves into heroes.

(Which reminds me that you still owe me a vast amount of money — and you still refuse to even discuss payment for my recent politics memo.)

Anyway, my central memory of that time is that everything we were doing seemed to work. Or almost everything. What the hell? Buy the ticket, take the ride, eh? Like an amusement park, or the Circus-Circus casino: It depended on your personal definition of “acceptable loss.”


I know Joe considers his days at Rolling Stone to be an utter waste of time and talent, or maybe he just says that for his own vengeful reasons. Some people are too weird for their own good.


But not me, Jann. I say thanx for the rush.

 
Yr. Buddy,  
Hunter







INTRODUCTION

A Pair of Deviant Bookends by Johnny Depp
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“Buy the ticket, take the ride.” These are the words that echo in my skull, the words that our Good Doctor lived by and, by God, died by. He dictated, created, commanded, demanded, manipulated, manhandled, and snatched life up by the short hairs, and only relinquished his powerful grasp when he was ready. There’s the rub. When HE was ready. And so it seems he was.

We are here, without him. But in no way are we left with nothing, far from it. For the multitudes of die-hard gonzo admirers out there, of which I too am one, we have his words, his books, his insights, his humor, and his truth. For those of us lucky enough to have been close to him, which most often meant rather lengthy and dangerous occasions that would invariably lead to doubling over with uncontrollable fits of laughter, we have his gift of the experiences and memories to fill us and send our thoughts forever toward that image of his Cheshire grin leading us wherever he felt we needed to go. Which, by the way, was always the right direction, however insane it may have seemed. Yes, the doctor always knew best.

I have, seared onto my brain, millions of these hideous little adventures that I was blessed enough to have lived through with him and, frankly, in certain instances, blessed to have simply lived through. He  was/is a brother, a friend, a hero, a father, a son, a teacher, a partner in crime. Our crime, fun. Always, fun.

Hunter and I met in December of 1995 through a mutual friend while I was vacationing in Aspen, Colorado. I had long been a huge fan of not only “the Vegas book,” as Hunter always referred to it, but basically every single word the man had spewed onto pages. Somewhere around eleven one night, while I was nursing a drink at the deep back of the Woody Creek Tavern, an unusually loud noise stole my attention and then demanded the room’s attention — a hush on one side, fearful murmurings on the other, were replaced by mounting screams, as what appeared to be an electric saber swung wildly near the entrance of the bar. Patrons jumped aside in horror as a deep, raspy voice hollered people out of its way, threatening to shock the living shit out of any swine that dared linger in its path. In an instant, it was clear that our rendezvous had commenced.

Tall and lanky, wearing a woolen Native American-looking knit hat that trailed down past his shoulders, the ubiquitous aviators tight to the face, he shot a massive hand toward me. I placed my hand in his firm hold and gave back what I got — the beginning, I sensed, of a long and deep-rooted friendship.

He plopped himself into a chair, laid his armaments — a giant cattle prod and a hefty Taser — on the table. In that very second, the proverbial good times began to roll. We had a few rounds, talked about this and that, and connected on more than a few levels, not the least being the discovery that we both hailed from the dark and bloody ground of the great state of Kentucky. That fact alone sent Hunter into eloquent tirades ranging from southern chivalry to hillbilly moonshine-running to our fellow Kentuckian Cassius Clay. Within no time, the group was invited back to Owl Farm, Hunter’s fortified compound just up the road from the tavern, where we babbled ourselves silly and, at about two-thirty a.m., blew up propane bombs with a nickel-plated shotgun.

This, I was to learn later, was my first test before being initiated into the “Too Much Fun Club.”

Sometime later, I was working on Donnie Brasco in New York City when my phone rang one morning at about five-thirty a.m. “Johnny . . . Hunter . . . Listen, if they were going to do a film of the Vegas book . . . would you be interested? Would you want to play me?” I was stunned and tried to gather myself. “Well . . . What about it? Are you in?” Of course I was. Who wouldn’t have been? I was beyond interested. It had actually been a dream of mine that I’d always thought an impossibility. We spoke a bit more about the hows, the whos, the whens, et cetera. It was then that I learned that there really weren’t any. There was nothing — no script, no director, no production at all. It simply didn’t exist. Not yet, anyway. He’d inquired for his own edification. He did that sort of thing a lot. Rhyme, reason, and rationale might have been totally invisible to the majority, but Hunter was always way ahead of the curve. Even amid what appeared to be absolute chaos, he was all too aware of exactly where the chips would fall.

We both acknowledged that there would be a great need for me to spend ungodly and potentially unhealthy amounts of time with him. We’d already established a pretty strong friendship from various other adventures together, such as a three-hour stint onstage at the Viper Room in L.A. I’d come to see Hunter and was then wrangled into doing the entire gig with him. He had insisted over dinner, minutes before he was due to be introduced at the club: Either I went onstage with him or he would cancel the whole thing right then and there. John Cusack had come ’round and was also shanghaied into participating. The three of us drove to the entrance of the club in some rented (I think) convertible. We inched our way down Sunset Boulevard with a life-size blow-up doll in tow and the ever-bespectacled Dr. Thompson spilling whiskey everywhere out of his large highball glass. Oh yeah, were we ever subtle. As we began to park, Dr. Thompson decided that the right  thing to do was to heave the poor, defenseless sex maiden into the Sunset Strip traffic. One nasty screeching of tires and one horrified, ultra-high-pitched scream from Hunter, and all hell broke loose — more screeching, more screams, all eyes in our direction. A trail of madness in — literally — seconds.

Reunited with the sex toy, we calmly made our way inside and took the stage. The night got weirder and weirder, but my God, was it fun. Too much fun.

Meanwhile, the Vegas film finally got set up properly, and the time came for some serious soul stealing. I flew into Aspen and was greeted at the airport by Hunter in his ’71 Chevy convertible, aka the Red Shark. We serpentined our way through the mountains and arrived at Owl Farm, where I was swiftly invited to put my things in the basement, where I lived for much longer than was planned and grew to be kind of comfortable with the brown recluse spiders that shared the room.

For days and nights on end we would sit in that Command Center and talk about anything and everything, from politics to weapons, our home state, lipstick, music, Hitler’s paintings, literature, sports, always sports. We were talking one night about which sports he preferred and didn’t. We were watching plenty of basketball and loads of football, so I asked him he if he had ever been a baseball fan, to which he replied flatly, “No . . . Baseball is like watching a bunch of angry Jews arguing on the porch.” Once, a year later, we made a bet on the World Cup soccer tournament, France versus Brazil. He was absolutely, vehemently positive that Brazil was just going to cream France. I took that bet, one thousand dollars. We teased and prodded each other for weeks leading up to the match. The outcome bent in my favor; he promptly wrote me a check and sent it with this letter:


 
WELL, COLONEL, I TOLD YOU THE FUCKING



GAME WAS FIXED. I just didn’t think those prissy quadroon boys  would go totally into the tank. They acted like stupid animals. They shit all over themselves and disgraced a whole nation of gutless whores in the eyes of the world. And it taught me another good lesson in WHY amateurs shouldn’t fuck around with gambling on games they know nothing about.


Anyway, here’s a check for $1,000.

Thank you very much for yr. business. I’ll be back.

 
Okay,  
Doc




 
His generosity was astounding. Never once did he try to wriggle away from my unending barrage of questions. He was always exceptionally patient and very giving. He was totally open regarding the details of his exploits, personal experiences, and memories, even the more private and intimate particulars from his past. He did not have to be. The more time together, the more intense the bond. For the most part, we were inseparable. And it felt good. The connection was profound and becoming more so.

I used to tease him that we were becoming a perversely dark and twisted version of Edgar Bergen and Charlie McCarthy, which really made him uncomfortable. I had by this point purloined an impressive amount of his clothing from the Vegas period and adopted his mode of dress: the aviator shades, a bush hat, short pants, athletic socks, Converse sneakers, cigarette holder clenched tightly between the teeth. If I took my hat off and aired out the chrome dome, he’d always beg me to cover up again. We’d saunter out of the house like freakish twins. For good or ill, there we were — a pair of deviant bookends on the prowl. Truly, the man should be sainted for putting up with my continual scratching away at the layers of his life. He stuck it out like a champion and couldn’t have been a better friend.

There are countless other moments and experiences that I was fortunate enough to have gone through with Hunter, far too many to  write about here. I was well aware that it was all going to happen only once in a lifetime. These were fantastic experiences. Some of the best moments of my life were happening to me, and luckily, I knew it.

Speaking as a fan: You owe it to yourselves to not be cheated, or shortchanged, by believing merely the myth. Understand that his road and his methods were his and only his, and that he lived and breathed his writing twenty-four hours a day. There are those of you who, based on Hunter’s journeys and the mad stories that surround his life and memory, the excess and wild rantings of his lifestyle, might think that he was simply some hedonistic lunatic or, as he always put it, “an elderly dope fiend.” I promise you, he was not. He was a southern gentleman, all chivalry and charm. He was a hilarious and rascally little boy. A truth seeker. He was a hypersensitive medium who miraculously channeled the underlying current of truth buried in lies that we have become accustomed to believing.

Hunter was a genius who revolutionized writing in the same way that Marlon Brando did with acting, as significant, essential, and valuable as Dylan, Kerouac, and the Stones. He was without question the most loyal and present friend I have ever had the honor of knowing. I am privileged to have belonged to the small fraternity of people in his life who were allowed to see more than most. He was elegance personified. I miss him. I missed him when he was alive. But, dear Doctor, I will see you again.

 
Colonel Depp  
Los Angeles





CHAPTER ONE

Coming of Age in Louisville
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We had guns in our cars. We shot houses, mailboxes, garbage cans. We shoplifted. We broke into liquor stores. We’d jimmy a lock or break a window. I never paid a hotel bill when I was with Hunter. We’d just go out the window or the fire escape.


 
 
SANDY THOMPSON (now Sondi Wright) met Hunter in 1958 and was married to him for seventeen years.


Hunter was born different — very different. His mother, Virginia, and I talked a lot many, many years ago about Hunter as a little boy. He was angry. He was charming. He was a lot of trouble. And what I always used to say — which is interesting, in light of the end of his life — was that he shot out of the womb angry. And then he left that same way.

 
NEVILLE BLAKEMORE grew up with Hunter in the Highlands neighborhood of Louisville, Kentucky.


My grandmother owned a house a block away from Hunter’s. I couldn’t tell you the first time I met him; I just knew about him.

It was a neighborhood in which people would sit on the porch and  talk to the people walking by. Washing was hung in the backyard to dry, and ironing was done with flatirons heated on stoves. Everybody knew everybody — the generations knew everybody, everybody knew the help, and so on. In the afternoon we’d listen to radio programs like  Superman and Sky King. Television did not exist.

Hunter’s dad, Jack, was born in Horse Cave, Kentucky, in 1893 and came to Louisville with his three brothers when his widowed mother moved here. His first wife, who was from eastern Kentucky, died in 1923 — two years after their first and only child, Jack Jr., was born. Jack Jr. was raised by his maternal grandmother in Greenup, Kentucky, so he wasn’t around much. And he was a lot older; he served in World War II and Korea.

Mr. Thompson was a tallish man with glasses and gray hair combed straight back. He had served in World War I, and he was stern. Hunter’s mother was Virginia Ray, who Jack married in 1935, and her mother was named — well, we called her Memo. Hunter was Jack and Virginia’s first child — born on July 18, 1937. Mr. Thompson was an insurance agent, and Memo helped with raising the children and was always around the house. She’d read to us.

 
DEBORAH FULLER was Hunter’s personal assistant from 1982 to 2003.


Hunter’s mother told me that he was born a night owl. She cursed him for that — “Oh God, he never slept at the same time as his brothers.” But Virginia loved him and was very proud of him. She told me he was very charismatic as a young man, even as a boy. Kids — boys and girls — would come around to the house and sit on the front steps to wait to walk to school with Hunter. But she also said that he was a feisty one — that he got in trouble quite a bit.

 
NEVILLE BLAKEMORE

My parents didn’t like my hanging around with him — even when we were pretty young. They thought he was a bully. I think they  may have been right. But we always wanted to go over to his house. Hunter was a magnet. There was always something going on. We had toy soldiers and we’d play these huge war games. World War II was a big influence. We’d play Germans and Japanese, and have battles all over the neighborhood. People would have cardboard guns and cap pistols and backpacks and helmet liners. Some guys had BB guns.

Hunter got his interest in guns from another neighbor, Joe Bell. Joe understood firearms when he came out of the womb. He loved them, and he always had the latest thing.

Hunter would go over to another friend’s house, and behind the street where this friend lived was Bear Grass Creek and a culvert. A lot of African Americans lived on the other side of the creek. Hunter and his group would shoot these guys with BB guns and hurl racial insults, and the black guys would finally have enough and swarm down into the culvert and up the wall, and Hunter and the others would retreat into their friend’s house and hide. They’d start these little mini- race wars.

Everybody had bicycles. Hunter used to ride his bike around the neighborhood, shooting matches with a clothespin shooter. You could make a shooter out of just a clothespin and a rubber band and a “strike anywhere” match, and all you have to do is squeeze the thing and out shoots a lit match. People used to burn their leaves in the fall, and they’d rake them into the gutters first. But Hunter would ride around the neighborhood and shoot these things into the leaves and start fires all over the Highlands.

Another time, when I was twelve or thirteen, I had all the neighbor kids over for lunch, and we played soldiers in the backyard. Hunter stole a bunch of my soldiers. I figured it out that night, and it really hurt me. My father said, “Well, I’m very sorry, but it shouldn’t be that much of a surprise, because that’s the kind of guy he is.” That for me meant, “Okay, he’s fun to be around, but be careful.”

GERALD TYRRELL also grew up a block away from Hunter.


Our group would go to Cherokee Park to play football, or go to the basketball courts, or grab a dime and go downtown to the movies — we would go all over the place — but going to the library and reading books was always given equal billing. Hunter would say, “Let’s go to the library,” and seven or eight of us would grab our bikes and ride down. It’d be all grab-ass and being rowdy and loud marching up the steps of the library, and then we’d be quiet as church mice inside and each pick out a book and sit down and read for a couple of hours, and then put the books back and leave and be rowdy and grab-ass and ride our bikes home. And it wasn’t just on rainy days. It was year-round.

 
PORTER BIBB grew up with Hunter in Louisville.


I first met him when we were eleven or twelve. Louisville then was a very elitist town, and very small. Geographically it’s midwestern, but we all thought of it as very southern.

He lived in a slightly decaying middle-class neighborhood. It had been a prominent upper-middle-class part of the city, but it was within walking distance of downtown, and the city had gone out to the country by the time we were growing up. His mother, Virginia, was a wonderful, very intelligent, very hospitable lady who worked as a librarian. She looked like Betty Crocker. Hunter also had two younger brothers, Davison and Jim.

 
SANDY THOMPSON

He was very good-looking, tall, slender. He had this wonderful gait — and just a tremendous power of seduction. And he knew this very early on: how he could seduce not just women but men, children — anybody he really wanted to.

 
LOU ANN ILER was Hunter’s high school sweetheart.


I was a new student at Highland Junior High when I met Hunter in  ninth grade, in 1951. He was at my locker between classes, and before I knew it he rode home on the bus with me, and then he carried my books; he put his arm around me. It was a very innocent time. We’d go to the movies, which was only twenty-five cents a person — even with popcorn and a Coke you could have a very nice date for a dollar — and we would go to high school football games or walk from my house to the ice-cream shops. Sometimes we got around on the bus, or he had older friends who drove and we double-dated with them. Afterward he would drop me off at my house and say good-night, but once I arrived at my door, my mother knew I was home and she set a time limit: five minutes, and that was it. So after we said good-bye, Hunter would throw pebbles at my bedroom window, and he would stand outside my window and we would talk for another forty-five minutes or an hour.

He was very charming and handsome, and had wonderful manners, and treated me very well. I wouldn’t take any guff from him, and I think he liked that. And I could out-stare him, which used to annoy him greatly. He had a lot of energy — I wouldn’t call it sexual energy at that point, because it was ninth grade, in the fifties — but he was different from the other young men I dated. There was just a presence about him. And, yes, he would draw attention to himself.

In our sophomore year we were double-dating at a neighborhood theater called the Bard. Afterward he told me that he was going to go with the other couple, and he’d be back. In a few minutes, up drove a car with this little old lady in the back, all dressed up, screaming, “Help me! Help me! I’m being kidnapped!” Well, it was Hunter. He had dressed in his mother’s clothes — he had a hat and a veil, and he had on her stockings rolled down to his knee, and he was screeching in this high voice. Well, I got so mad, because it called so much attention to himself. I started walking home, with Hunter following me in the car, hanging out the back window, shouting, “Please get in the car. . . . I promise I’ll never do this to you again.” I walked all the way home.

We dated through that summer, and then we both went to Atherton  [High School] in our sophomore year. Hunter was there for about six weeks, and then something happened — I don’t know what — and he immediately went to another school. One day he was there and the next day he was at Male High School. I didn’t see him for a while, and I started dating other people, but he kept coming in and out of my life. He would show up unexpectedly at my house.

 
PORTER BIBB

There were basically four schools. There was Male for the white males who were going to college. There was Manual for the guys who were not going to college and were going to be manual laborers or blue-collar workers. There was St. Xavier for the Catholics and Central High for the blacks. Male, though, was really an extraordinary place, even though it was a public high school. We had people teaching there who had turned down tenure at Yale and Princeton.

 
GERALD TYRRELL

Hunter went to Highland Junior High School and then Atherton High School for a semester, and then down to Male. It wasn’t long before he joined the Castlewood Athletic Club and later the Athenaeum Literary Association. Those were the two organizations that shaped all our young lives — particularly Hunter’s.

To get into both Castlewood and, later, the Athenaeum, you had to rush. Hunter loved to pledge people. One of the things he liked best was to have pledges throw “fits.” We’d go into a restaurant, and all of a sudden on his command you’d throw an epileptic fit and scream and roll on the floor and carry on. Sooner or later they’d have to call either the police or the ambulance, and you’d have to run off. Hunter would be outside just doubled over laughing.

We were all very keen on athletics. We hired coaches and we played football against other teams in other parts of the city, and we generally won. Hunter played end, and I played tackle. In basketball we played in  the city fifteen-and-under league. Three out of four years we won the league championship.

One of Hunter’s big disappointments was that he didn’t grow in the ninth and tenth grades, when he was fifteen and sixteen. He was short. It wasn’t until his junior year that he grew — maybe three or four inches. But by that time it was all over — he was a smoker and a drinker, and he wasn’t the athlete that he really wanted to be.

His best friend from his early days was probably Duke Rice. He was a skinny kid and not all that tall, and suddenly he shot up to be six-six or six-seven and got a basketball scholarship to the Citadel, where he was the only player of the time who was able to shut down Jerry West. Duke was the athlete that Hunter always wanted to be. And Hunter’s little brother Davison was an All-American high school football player and went to Vanderbilt on a football scholarship. Hunter was surrounded by guys who had the sports dream, and he was really the best of all of us growing up in any of these sports — and then he stayed a little kid at the critical time, and then two years later it was too late to catch up.

Since Hunter couldn’t be an athlete, he had to turn his energies to something else — and he turned it to social activities based around various shapes of bottles. Now when we took the bus downtown to the orange bars for hot dogs and orange drinks, we’d put gin in our drinks and go to the movies.

 
DOUG BRINKLEY is the literary executor of the Hunter S. Thompson estate and the editor of three volumes of his letters.


He learned that he could essentially become a leader or a bully by verbal extravagance and by doing the most outrageous pranks — that he could become cooler than the football quarterback or the head of some glib Kentucky high school club by being a wild-ass maverick ready to find the weaknesses in somebody and rip them to shreds. It gave him the upper hand.

GERALD TYRRELL

Hunter was the most charismatic natural leader I’ve ever been subjected to. I could walk into a room with him, and everybody would gravitate to Hunter. He just had a way about him. He was very appealing to all the girls, and he was a cutie. It was probably his mother’s training: He was very nice to girls, almost chivalrous, really.

 
DOUG BRINKLEY

It’s not easy for a working-class woman to raise three boys full of testosterone when you don’t have a support system for it. So she turned to gin. Add to that the fact that Hunter at a young age had a bit of a deformity with his legs — the bowlegged walk that people would imitate later was there when he was young — and it kept him from being the sports star he wanted to be. It wasn’t just that one leg was longer than the other — he had a bit of a pain problem with his back and spine, a birth defect in a sense. He didn’t cultivate that distinctive walk that he had. He couldn’t help it. He turned it into an asset, but he always thought of it as a deficit. And Hunter quickly learned that you can be made fun of when you have a deformity, and the way to not be made fun of is to take the Nietzschean offensive and lash out before you can even be hit, and get people afraid of you. He was railing after bullies or the people that he thought were screwing the little guy.

 
LOU ANN ILER

Hunter’s father died in July between our freshman and sophomore years. Hunter showed up on my doorstep — I had a large porch — and sat for hours, not saying too much. One of the loneliest things I’ve ever seen was Hunter walking away from my porch to catch the bus on the night his father died. It was dark, and the streetlight was on. He wasn’t openly emotional, but I held his hand. He had decided that he needed to be here.

SANDY THOMPSON

Hunter’s father had been, from what I heard from Hunter’s friends, quite a strict disciplinarian. So I’m guessing that he held Hunter in check. And then he was gone. Virginia became an alcoholic. And even though Hunter was drinking then, he hated Virginia’s drinking.

 
DOUG BRINKLEY

Hunter never really liked Jack Kerouac’s On the Road — he thought the writing was kind of sloppy and romantic and oversentimental — but he told me he thought Kerouac was a genius for two things: discovering Neal Cassady, whom Hunter thought was flat-out amazing, and using the literary construct of “looking for the lost dad I never had.” Neal was never properly raised by a father. He didn’t even know whether his dad was alive or dead, and the notion of a young son who never had a dad, looking for his biological father, appealed to Hunter a great deal. Hunter didn’t get to know his father, and at times this loss would burst out as oedipal anger, but underneath it all was just a deep longing for the dad he never had and an unanswerable question of how knowing him could have made his life richer and different. He had to figure it all out on his own.

His mother stayed on top of Hunter and his brothers the best that she could, and it was her bringing books home from the library like  Huck Finn and White Fang and making her boys read that turned Hunter into a writer. Hunter had a criminal cast to his mind, and he would have become a criminal if not for the literature that his mother infused into their household.

 
PORTER BIBB

Louisville had what we called literary societies, but they were basically social clubs. The one that Hunter and I were in, the Athenaeum  Literary Association, was 125 years old and very prestigious. We would meet every Saturday night for several hours, wear suits and ties, and different members would stand in front of the rest of the group and read something they’d written and be critiqued. After the meeting was over, you took off your tie and your jacket and went out and raised a lot of hell and got drunk.

 
NEVILLE BLAKEMORE

We published The Spectator, a literary magazine, and we’d put on a spring dance and a Christmas dance in the Crystal Ballroom at the Brown Hotel to raise money. Our dances were followed by breakfast — it was an excuse to stay up all night. And we’d have hill parties — there was a hill in Cherokee Park where you could go up on top and build a fire and sit around and sing, with dates.

 
PAUL SEMONIN was an Athenaeum member.


The Athenaeum was something that some of our fathers had been in, or even our grandfathers. It was the oldest literary society, and it was a social group — mostly upper-middle-class, people with family ties and things like that — and also a drinking group.

 
PORTER BIBB

Hunter and I and Paul Semonin hung out every day. We all believed we were Fitzgerald incarnate. Hunter was as passionate as the rest of us about this. This is when he started typing out Fitzgerald and Hemingway books word by word. I used to kid Hunter a lot and say, “You’re not Fitzgerald. What the fuck are you typing The Great Gatsby for? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“You know,” he said, “I just like to get the feel of how it is to write those words.”

I just took that as pure pretension.

PAUL SEMONIN

Athenaeum was tied into the Louisville elite, and it had this atmosphere of tradition, which I think is important in understanding where Hunter came from. He has this element buried in his personality, and the older and wilder he got, the less it became obvious, but there was this sort of tie to the old American dream that seemed almost nineteenth century. It got mixed up with a lot of other things along the way — the counterculture, of course — but Athenaeum was a place where I could see that element in his personality blending with other elements which were quite contradictory and rebellious.

There was a lot of talk about The Fountainhead and Ayn Rand and the loss of individuality. It was one of the things that gave impulse to our rebellion. We wanted to become more individualistic — which seemed as much a part of the American dream as anything else — and we wanted to fight for that, to demonstrate it in varied, somewhat extreme ways.

 
PORTER BIBB

I was always amazed at Hunter’s networking ability. He was solidly middle-class, yet he was hanging with some multi-multi-millionaire families. Paul Semonin’s family owned half of Louisville. They were the biggest real-estate people around. My family was what we called “name rich and land poor.” We lost tremendous amounts of land in the Civil War, but we still acted like we had it. Most of the people that Hunter was close to and who brought him into their circle were very, very wealthy people, and Hunter didn’t have a sou. Here he was with a single mom — who had to work?


We were traveling in the circle of people who virtually ran the city, and we lived very luxurious teenage lives. There were debutante parties every other night in the summer, and huge banquets and teas and  brunches. If you couldn’t figure out a way to steal a case of beer from somewhere, you’d just go over to one of the girls’ houses — they all had unbelievable bars, and the parents were very liberal.

But Hunter had friends in both high and low society. He took me to places in Louisville that I never would have known existed. We hung out in black nightclubs when it was still very segregated, got drunk, and did pretty much everything bad together. You’d see Hunter sometimes with four or five guys you’d never see in the social circles that he spent most of his time in — they were basically juvenile delinquents, and you knew they were going to end up as convicts for the rest of their lives. But they were doing something different and something interesting, so we would go along with them. They never seemed to get in trouble, and I didn’t worry about it because in Louisville, if you have connections you’re untouchable. I mean, I never bothered with taking a driving test to get my license. I just went down and told them my name, and they gave me my license.

We all had fake IDs and fake licenses. They just seemed to appear when you needed them, and we were drinking from fourteen on. But you really didn’t even need them, because there was so much free alcohol everywhere. Every party at the country clubs, at the hotel ball-rooms — it was all open to us. Not to 90 percent of the rest of the city, but it was totally open to us.

 
PAUL SEMONIN

We did some street theater things. We didn’t think of them as street theater at the time, of course. We just thought of them as hijinks — like the fake kidnapping in front of the Bard Theater over on Bards-town Road, on the edge of the Highlands. Basically, we just got the idea of kidnapping a pal of ours from the ticket line and creating a scene. The guy — the kidnapee — was in on the joke. But we just grabbed him out of the line and stuffed him into a car and then drove off. He was screaming and resisting, of course. But we didn’t anticipate that a  local judge would be sitting in a restaurant across the street. He saw what happened and came running out of the restaurant after us as we were pulling away. We didn’t know he was a judge until we read it in the  Courier-Journal the next morning: “SUSPECTED KIDNAPPING AT BARD THEATER.” But nobody got our license plate number, and nothing ever came of it.

I later became a performance artist, and I constructed these sorts of confrontations in more of a professional way, but Hunter carried it on as part of his persona. It had nothing to do with gonzo or with journalism or even writing back then. It was more a finger in your eye to the establishment, or to society — but with a certain humor and a certain kind of bravado. I mean, this was ’53, ’54. We felt constricted or repressed in some way, and we were trying to explode out of that.

 
PORTER BIBB

He obviously intuited that he was different from the rest of us very early on. He had it in his head that he was going to do something else, but I don’t think he knew yet what it was. Among other things, he saved every single thing that he wrote. This was way before Xeroxing, so he had to use carbon paper, which was real messy and time-consuming.

 
NEVILLE BLAKEMORE

Hunter wrote a third-prize essay for the Athenaeum Spectator called “Open Letter to the Youth of Our Nation,” which began: “Young people of America, awake from your slumber of indolence and harken to the call of the future! Do you realize that you are rapidly becoming a doomed generation? . . . O ignorant youth, the world is not a joyous place. The time has come for you to dispense with the frivolous pleasures of childhood and get down to honest toil until you are sixty-five. Then and only then can you relax and collect your Social Security and  live happily until the time of your death.” He signed it, “Fearfully and disgustedly yours, John J. Righteous-Hypocrite.” There was another essay, “Security”: “Is security a utopian goal or is it another word for rut? . . . Where would the world be if all men sought security and had not taken risks or gambled with their lives on the chance that, if they won, life would be different and richer?” He ends by writing, “We shall let the reader answer this question for himself: Who is the happier man, he who has braved the storm of life and lived, or he who has stayed securely on shore and merely existed?”

There was another feature of the Spectator called “The Line-Up,” which was just a jokey questionnaire laid out in columns. Here’s what they had to say about Hunter in ’53:


 
Alias: Marlon Brando 
Usually Found: Innocent 
Favorite Saying: “Why was I fined?” 
Reminds Us Of: Dennis the Menace 
Ambition: Be serious 
Future Occupation: Undertaker

 
And in ’54, his junior year:

 
Reminds Us Of: Al Capone

Usually Found: Cutting classes

Favorite saying: “Norvin did it.” (That was Norvin Green, who was the guy Hunter used to get to do stuff, like “Norvin, I bet you can’t steal her purse.” “Norvin, I bet you can’t throw a fit.”

Ambition: Peace officer



 
PORTER BIBB

There were two basic industries in the ’50s in Louisville: tobacco and bourbon. And we knew the people who ran the Brown-Forman  distillery. They were part of our circle — Lee Brown, Martin Brown. Martin is now the president of Jack Daniel’s, but he grew up with Hunter and me, and we’d hang out in their houses. If you needed a case of Jack Daniel’s or Early Times, it was always there, because somebody’s father worked at the distillery and got it.

 
NEVILLE BLAKEMORE

As Hunter got older, the stuff he did seemed to get more and more serious. You might say it switched from pranks to vandalism. There was a group that called themselves the Wreckers — I’ve always suspected Hunter was one of them, but it was never proven — that was behind two serious vandalism incidents in the east end of town. One of them was at Louisville Collegiate School, where they got in and tore the place up as much as they could. And then they vandalized the Highland Presbyterian church — they broke in and cut off the left sleeves of all the choir robes, among other things, and they left a note: “We’re the Wreckers, and we’re here to cause trouble.” Hunter was suspected, and this detective on the Louisville police force, Dodson, was assigned to the case. Someone even put a fake ad in the Athenaeum  Spectator that read, “Dodson Is Watching.”

 
PORTER BIBB

People gave him, when he was growing up, a huge amount of latitude. I mean, he was a real bad boy. I was a real bad boy. Ralston Steenrod, who went to Princeton, was a real bad boy. We had guns in our cars. We shot houses, mailboxes, garbage cans. We shoplifted. I got arrested once. I had something like fourteen car trays in my trunk from the drive-in place that we all used to go for hamburgers. I don’t know why I kept them, but they said, “This is grand larceny. What are you stealing that stuff for?”

We broke into liquor stores. We’d jimmy a lock or break a window. I never paid a hotel bill when I was with Hunter, and it wasn’t his initiative as much as mine. We’d just go out the window or the fire escape. That was just normal.

 
PAUL SEMONIN

Hunter was a black sheep with the Athenaeum by 1955, his senior year. The Athenaeum was split between his partisans and the people who thought he was a disgrace, and they managed to vote him out.

 
GERALD TYRRELL

There was a period when I was probably his best friend. And then that stopped. He got in trouble, and my father put him off-limits.

 
NEVILLE BLAKEMORE

Ralston Steenrod, who was in the Athenaeum with Hunter and me, was driving, and Hunter and another friend Hunter knew from Castlewood were in the car. As they were driving through Cherokee Park, the guy said, “Stop. I want to bum a cigarette from that car.” People used to go park and neck at this spot. And he got out and apparently went back and mugged them.

I don’t know if he beat the guy up, and I don’t know what he said or did, but he came back with the guy’s billfold. I don’t think Hunter and Steenrod had any idea what the guy was going to do. I don’t even know if they knew what he had done when he got back in the car, because if they had, they could have tried to undo it. But the guy who was mugged got their license number and traced the car, and within a very short time they were all three arrested. The police may have come down to Male to take Hunter away in handcuffs. That happened at least one time, though that might have been the gas station robbery.

There were three events in the spring of his senior year. This was the last. Just before this he had been blamed for a nighttime gas station robbery, and before that he and some friends got arrested for  buying booze underage at Abe’s Liquor Store on Frankfort Avenue by the tracks.

So Hunter had a record, and he was already on probation for the other two things. He was given an alternative. There was a Judge Logan whose son, George, was in the Athenaeum with us, and Judge Logan went to Hunter’s judge and said, “I know you’ve got to do something, because you’ve already given him an ultimatum of ‘One more time and you’re going to jail.’ But please give him the ultimatum of jail or the military.” And Hunter took the air force. He didn’t graduate with his class.

 
PORTER BIBB

Nobody expected that Hunter would have this sort of problem. I mean, I got caught by the cops many times for doing horrible things, but I’d just tell them who I was, and they’d say, “Well, you better shape up. You keep doing this and you’re gonna get in trouble, and I’m going to tell your dad.” But nothing ever happened. Our best friend was the son of the mayor. The two other guys arrested with Hunter — well, one’s father was the ex-DA of the city, and the other one’s father was a very prominent lawyer. If I wanted to put a red light and a siren on my car, I would just tell the mayor’s son, “Charlie, I want one of those things.” It was that kind of a world, and Hunter was a part of that — until that moment right at graduation when the other two guys got sprung by their fathers, and Hunter’s father wasn’t there. Nobody sprung Hunter. He was hung out to dry.

We all dismissed that, but it stayed with Hunter for a long time.

 
DOUG BRINKLEY

Hunter wrote his mother these very philosophical letters from behind bars. They exude the desperation of a young man in jail looking for his freedom as well as contemplating how the rich get away with  dastardly things and the poor don’t — that the buddies that he was with in the Cherokee Park event were waltzing because they knew the judge, and that he was the poor kid on the other side of the railroad tracks with no dad. The game was fixed.

She was an extraordinarily loving, giving mom. They were very, very close. Hunter was running amok, and she didn’t know what to do. She kept two of her sons fairly grounded. Hunter was the loose cannon. There was always a maternal disappointment that she perhaps had failed.

 
PORTER BIBB

He was such an outgoing, self-initiating guy that as one of his close friends, I never even thought to help. I didn’t even go see him. He was there for a couple of days in a sort of temporary holding cell. It wasn’t even a real jail. He’s made up a lot of stuff about how terrifying it was and that he was worried about being attacked and everything. I think they called it Louisville Children’s Detention Center. Then he had a choice given to him — go to juvenile prison or go into the military — and off he went.

He hadn’t even applied to college, and it was unique that he didn’t. Everybody went to college in the circle he was in, most of them to Ivy League schools. Hunter would probably have been in the top 25 students out of about 250. He didn’t come to class a lot, but we all skipped around.

I remember asking him even before all this happened, “What the fuck are you going to do?” I mean, he could have gone to the University of Louisville or the University of Kentucky almost for free. And he said, “I don’t know. Something. I’ll figure something out.”

 
LOU ANN ILER

Hunter was sent to jail for ninety days right before graduation, and at that point I really lost touch with him. As I was getting ready to  go down to the jail to see him, my mother actually forbade me to do so. Then his probation officer got him released early with the understanding that he would go into the service. So Hunter got out of jail and literally went to the bus station, got on the bus, and went into the air force.




CHAPTER TWO

An Itinerant Professional

[image: 006]


Hunter used to tell us that he was going to be a great writer but that he figured he’d have to do some sort of journalism to make a living in the meantime.

He wasn’t too happy about this, but he figured that if Hemingway did it, he could too.



 
 
DOUG BRINKLEY

The air force was his college. He learned a lot from various military types, and used this knowledge in his writing a lot — how the hillbilly grunt has to deal in a world of hard-nosed authority. Imagine such a rebellious spirit being forced into boot camp and mess hall drills and having to keep his boots polished perfectly and observe lights-out. Hunter would brag about his deviation from the rules, but that was one percent of the time. Ninety-nine percent of the time it was “Yes, sir!” But he was constantly studying the military culture. He really respected most of the officers; he became friends with a lot of them.

 
PORTER BIBB

We sent a lot of letters back and forth when I got to college. He’d gone off with the air force, so I started writing him as if he were my gay  lover — thinking that the air force would read his mail — and he never responded. He didn’t take the bait. But right after college I went into the Marine Corps, and he started writing letters to me as my gay lover (I was in Parris Island), and they definitely opened our mail and read it. They read it to the whole platoon.

 
JERRY HAWKE served in the air force from June 1955 to May 1957, assigned to the Public Information Office at Eglin Field in Florida.


Part of the function of my department was putting out the Command Courier, the base newspaper. Not long after I got there, Hunter came aboard as sports editor. He had been assigned to a radar unit, which was clearly not his bag. He managed to get transferred to the base newspaper. He loved sports, so it was a natural for him. He also had a moonlighting job with the local civilian newspaper, the Fort Walton Playground News. Hunter was a very good-looking kid, a boyish-looking guy, and even then he was something of a cutup. He had a very provocative sense of humor.

We had a common friend, a lieutenant colonel named Frank Camp-bell, who was the deputy head of the information services office. Frank was a delightful fellow, a former newspaper man, I think, a very literary guy. I had been an English major at Yale and had pretensions of being a writer. I had spent a summer at Oxford and was planning to go back there to read English. The four of us — Frank and his wife and Hunter and I — became very good friends. I would play duplicate bridge with Pauline and Frank, and Hunter would sit around and drink beer.

I remember very clearly talking about the great writers from the twenties and thirties — Hemingway, Fitzgerald. Frank was a big influence on Hunter — he really provided kind of a home away from home, and he encouraged Hunter’s literary interests. Hunter was trying to do creative writing at the time. I remember his remorse for not having gone to college and his hope that when he got out he would go to Vanderbilt.

LOU ANN ILER

He came to see me in December of ’56, just showed up at my door. He was still in the service, but he really wanted to start a relationship again, and I did not. He was not too happy, but . . . there’s alcoholism in my family, and the pain that it caused me was something that I saw could happen with Hunter, and I wasn’t going there. It was really a survival decision. It wasn’t that I didn’t care for him. We parted as friends.

Hunter probably got in more trouble than other people, but he wasn’t that different in terms of his actual drinking. There was just always that energy, that tension. I don’t know that he had the ability to stop himself once that energy took over. Hunter was exciting and had that edge that a lot of men didn’t have. You’d be drawn to him like a moth to the flame. And when he wanted to, he could fit right in. It just seemed like every so often he had some energy that could not stand that type of constraint.

 
DOUG BRINKLEY

All in all, Hunter had a great billet. He was in Fort Walton Beach when it was still pristine, before it got developed. The most beautiful emerald waters in America are on that Florida Panhandle, and Hunter and his friends would go out swimming and surfing, and they drank. He would overdrink, but you didn’t often find a twenty-year-old in the military who wasn’t drinking a lot; they didn’t hold that against him. It was just another part of being in the military — that wild male culture of strip clubs, boozy nights, a really raucous kind of comedy, and a kind of verbal hazing of each other. Hunter was a ringleader in all of those macho coming-of-age rituals.

He was pushing envelopes a lot with his sports coverage for the  Command Courier, the base newspaper, and he wrote some extra stuff for the Playground News under the pseudonym Thorne Stockton. The officers eventually had to censor him and shut him down, but it  wasn’t out of disdain for Hunter. That’s why he got the honorable discharge — he charmed those officers a lot too.

I think there is a misimpression that Hunter’s air force years were one of him just flipping off authorities. In truth, he was an integral part of what was going on on the base and was respected by superior officers and the enlisted men. He just got into a tangle with some of the rules as a journalist. Quarterback Bart Starr was apparently finagling special treatment from the air force top brass so he could sign with Green Bay. Hunter found this appalling — or at the very least worth noting — so he snuck into base headquarters and found Starr’s sui generis discharge and snuck it onto the front page of the Command Courier at the last minute. He had also made fun of radio and TV personality Arthur Godfrey when he had come to the base. Hunter was just pushing it too far; they had to call him on it.

 
GENE MCGARR lived and worked with Hunter in New York City after Hunter was discharged from the air force.


The last thing he did, in November of 1957, was to write up a press release describing a riot that took place at Eglin when the enlisted men attacked the women’s quarters and the officer’s mess — stole all the booze, got drunk as shit, attacked the women, beat up the officers. It was a very funny and colorful story — completely fictional, of course — and he sent a copy of it to the AP and to UPI, left a copy on his captain’s desk, then drove like a son of a bitch for the gate.

He headed north; he’d read in Editor & Publisher about a small-town newspaper that wanted a sports editor. He wrote them a letter, and they said to come up. This was a place called Jersey Shore, Pennsylvania.

Now, it turns out that Jersey Shore, Pennsylvania, was just a bleak, hideous place with coal dust in the air. Dreadful, and no women in town that were worth looking at. Hunter got a room over a bar and started working for the paper, describing horse pulls and wrestling  matches with “Popo the Killer Jap” and all kinds of things with this peculiar Dadaist approach. He wrote everything deadly serious. These things — like pro wrestling matches — were supposed to be laughed at to a certain extent. Everybody knows how it’s phony as baloney, but he played it straight. Well, not exactly straight; he was writing things like “People were carried out of the ring with broken backs,” “his neck was broken in three places” — stuff like that. Apparently nobody really cared whether it was true or not.

He’s working there for a couple of months when the editor’s daughter comes home for Christmas. She’s a nice-looking girl, so Hunter immediately hits on her. They get together. One night, he takes her on a drive into the countryside in the editor’s car. They pull into this side lane and start making out. They’re having a fine time, but when Hunter tries to back out to take her home, he’s mired up to the hubcaps in mud.

It’s two o’clock in the morning. There’s a farmhouse with a tractor sitting outside. Hunter goes up to the house, and he’s loathe to wake up a farmer at that hour. The tractor’s got the key in it, so he climbs up on the tractor, starts the goddamn thing, figures out how to put it in gear, turns it around, and runs it back down to the car. There’s a chain at the end of the tractor to pull all kinds of farm equipment, so Hunter attaches the chain around the car’s back bumper, puts the tractor in gear and eases out the clutch — and immediately rips the bumper half-off.

By this time, the farmer’s running down the hill with a shotgun. Hunter explains everything to him, and the farmer calms down and actually decides to help him. He shows him, basically, how you don’t put the chain on the bumper, you asshole, you put it on the axle. So he puts it on the axle and tows them out. Hunter’s in the driver’s seat and he’s got the door open and he’s looking backward to see where to steer, but he doesn’t notice this tree. The tree catches the door and bends it completely forward. So now he’s got a door and a bumper both hanging half-off.

They drive home. Hunter leaves the car in front of the editor’s house, goes back to his apartment, and packs all his bags. He goes to the office and is waiting for the editor when he hears this horrible scraping noise coming down the street. It’s the editor driving to work with the door and the bumper scraping the ground. Hunter gets up, walks out the door, gets into his car, and drives immediately to New York. That was the end of his Jersey Shore, Pennsylvania, experience.

 
JERRY HAWKE

I got out of the air force in May of ’57. The Oxford plans had been scrapped, and I went up to Columbia Law School and was living in a shared apartment in New York City with my brother, who was a year ahead of me at school, and a fellow named John Clancy, who was a classmate of my brother. Clancy was a great character, a very bright, florid-faced Irishman. We all lived together in this old railroad flat at 110 Morningside Drive near Columbia.

Hunter called me and said he was leaving Jersey Shore and needed a place to stay. He wanted to come to New York. The way he put it, they sort of ran him out of town. He had to leave town so quickly that he left his watch in a pawnshop.

He enrolled in the School of General Studies at Columbia and took some courses. We had a deal where he wouldn’t have to pay any rent but he had to do dishes and stuff like that.

One of the things Hunter did was sign up for book clubs. They’d offer you four free books up front if you agreed to buy so many books over the course of the year. Hunter would sign up, get the free books up front, and never order any other books — or if he did, he wouldn’t pay for them. So he would get notices from these book clubs and would stiff them, or he’d send back some minuscule payment, which would only force them to trigger their whole process all over again.

ROGER HAWKE is Jerry Hawke’s brother.


They’d send him letters, one after another. Finally when it got to a certain point, Hunter wrote them back, starting off very rationally but gradually getting crazier and crazier, to the point where he’d end up claiming that they owed him money — but that he didn’t want their money and they could keep it. After that he’d never hear from them again. He used to read them to us. They were real gems.

 
JOHN CLANCY was one of the roommates.


Hunter used to tell us that he was going to be a great writer — he’d mention Hemingway and Fitzgerald in the same sentence — but that he figured he’d have to do some sort of journalism to make a living in the meantime. He wasn’t too happy about this, but he figured that if Hemingway did it, he could too.

 
GERALD TYRRELL

I went down from Yale to Hunter’s place in New York on spring vacation of my sophomore year to see him. He was living in this barren flat up by Columbia. I had to sleep in my overcoat on the floor. The only thing he had to eat in the refrigerator was a jar of peanut butter. I’m not even sure he had bread. There was a Chinese girl who lived next door, and Hunter said she fed him a lot.

 
GENE MCGARR

Around this time, Hunter and I started working together at Time  magazine as copyboys. We worked the same daytime shift, starting at about seven-thirty or eight a.m. It was a miserably paid job, but a simple one. You deliver newspapers in the morning and then run copy from the editor back to the writer and from the writer to the editor and so on. Flunky work.

You couldn’t get the job if you wanted to be a writer. They didn’t want aspiring writers working as copyboys because all of a sudden,  they would be rewriting the articles themselves and bugging editors with their own stuff. They wanted premed students or poor goofy any-bodies, but no writers.

 
JERRY HAWKE

Hunter would get absolutely smashed and go around mouthing off and insulting all of his superiors at Time. He could drink a lot, and that got him into trouble. He eventually got fired because of that. He probably didn’t last more than three or four weeks.

 
JOHN CLANCY

We lived uptown until the summer, and then Hunter and I shared a place in the Village. There was one bed, and a cot in an alcove that was very hard to sleep on. There was no mattress or anything, so we kind of shared the one bed. I worked as a teamster down on the docks. I’d go to work at seven at night and come home at eight in the morning. He’d be off to work at dawn, so we never saw each other during the week. But I’d come home around noon on Saturday after drinking with my coworkers — our “Friday night” started at eight a.m. Saturday morning — and Hunter and I would crank up what he called “the Fun Machine,” with me on no sleep. We’d drive somewhere, or we’d just run all over the Village and drink and smoke and talk and argue and chase girls. And then on the weekends, if one of us didn’t sleep in some girl’s bed, we had to fight over who the fuck was going to actually use the bed instead of the horrible cot.

 
GENE MCGARR

Hunter almost never talked about his sex life, or about sex in general. You could never pin him down. He would never admit to having had sexual relations with anybody, or give you any details, except a couple of times. He told me once that if a girl wouldn’t blow him, he wouldn’t see her again. As far as he was concerned, a girl who wouldn’t  suck cock wasn’t worth hanging out with, no matter how good-looking she was.

And I recall another time, we had met a stripper, a very pretty, nicely built girl, at Dirty Julius’s or the Riviera, and he had a little affair with her. And there was something about the “standing tree” position — the girl was light and strong and athletic enough to perform in the standing tree position. Exactly what the hell the “standing tree” position was, I never found out, but it blew his mind.

 
JOHN CLANCY

I was going out with a girl that lived in an apartment down the street, and she had a roommate from Smith College who had a separate room. This girl and I were hot and heavy, and one night, about six months later, she told me that Hunter had been sleeping with her roommate. He’d been coming over the roof and down the fire escape and going in through the roommate’s window. But the thing that impressed me was that Hunter had never said one word about any of this to me. I said to myself, “There’s a man of principle.”

 
GENE MCGARR

I was living on the Lower East Side, between the Bowery and Second Avenue, on the fifth floor. It was so bad that you could have cardiac arrest by the time you got up the stairs. I never locked my apartment door because I had nothing to steal — and if anybody actually wanted to climb those five flights, he deserved whatever he would steal. Hunter comes up one night, with a few other people, to visit me, and I’m not there, I’m out driving a cab. And I don’t get any sense of what happened until the next day.

He’s in there sitting with his friends and waiting for me, and drinking beer. And at one point, he gets up and takes his belt off. It’s a hot summer night and all the windows are open all over the block, including mine. And Hunter starts whipping the wall, and he’d whip and then  scream, “AAIIIIIGH!!!” Whip, “AIIIIIGH!!! Whip, “AAAAAHH!!!” It was loud. Everybody on the block could hear this. And every now and then he’d stop and he’d go, “Do it again, do it again!” Whip, “AAAAAHH!!!” “You can’t do that, you son of a bitch!!”

Of course, to the neighbors, it’s an outrage, a fucking outrage. Somebody calls the police, and two beefy cops come bounding up five flights of stairs — they probably had apoplexy by the time they got to my apartment — and pound on the door.

The cops come in and bark, “What the hell is going on?” They check everybody for marks, but nobody has any marks on them — they’re sitting quietly drinking beer at the kitchen table. So there was nothing to be done about it, no law being broken, nothing violated. They just split.

I came home that night at about three o’clock in the morning. And I don’t know what’s happened. There’s a note, “We waited for you but you weren’t home” from Hunter.

The next day, as I’m coming up the stairs with a bag of groceries, I meet this Chinese guy from just below me. We’d always gotten along fairly well — “good morning,” “good evening,” smiles, pleasantries. I think I borrowed some salt from him once. But he’s coming down as I’m going up, and as I approach him, he flattens against the wall, shoots me this horrible look, and starts mumbling in Chinese. And I’m wondering, “What the fuck is wrong with him?” I climb up another flight of stairs and finally get to my floor, and there’s a little girl who lives down the other end of the hallway playing in the stairwell. Her mother is working in the kitchen, and their apartment door opens, the mother sees me — and runs out, grabs the little girl, runs back in the apartment, and slams the door. Then she peeks out through the door to see if I’m still there. I’m thinking, “What’s wrong with these people?” Then I hear the story from Hunter about what happened the night before. From then on, I was treated like King Beast.

PAUL SEMONIN

I had a small room over on Charles Street right off West Fourth, which was only a block away from Hunter. We were practically roommates from April of ’59 right on through the summer and into the early fall, until the winter of ’60, when Hunter took off for Puerto Rico. We were getting more and more into the beatnik culture, reading Kerouac and Ginsberg. And of course Norman Mailer’s early stuff was really important. That was teething for us until we were starting to live those kinds of personas in a way. That whole period forms this kind of continuum when you might say there was a kind of brotherhood of dare, a brotherhood of rebellion. Hunter was starting to work on Prince Jellyfish, which is the first novel or manuscript that I remember him actually sitting down to try and write.

As I recall, the essential character, the protagonist, is someone called Welburn Kemp. And those two names were a conjoined name of two different people from Louisville, one of whom had been killed in a car wreck — Welburn Brown — and another one, Penny Kemp, who was severely brain damaged in an auto wreck. They were heroes for young Louisvillians, in a certain way. And they both had tragic ends.

But Hunter hadn’t found a voice. He didn’t like what he was writing, but he never confessed to being inadequate. He just felt limited in a way that he didn’t like.

 
GENE MCGARR

Hunter’s place on Perry Street was two blocks up from the Riviera Bar and a fairly nice apartment house for Greenwich Village. It was a step above a tenement. But he was in the boiler room in the basement. Just an outrageous cave. I mean, the first time you brought a girl down there it was, “Holy shit.” Because you went down the back rickety stairs and into the backyard, and you had to be very careful, particularly at night, to not strangle yourself on the clotheslines, which were all at about throat level if you were tall. You ducked under those and you got  to this door and when you opened the door the first thing you’d see were the flames coming out of the boiler — the furnace — because the door was slightly broken and it wouldn’t shut completely. The flames were dancing on the walls all around you, and the first door, right next to the furnace, was Hunter’s apartment.

Hunter painted the entire interior black. Ceiling, walls — everything totally black, just to add to the atmosphere, presumably. The only way you could tell whether it was night or day, when you woke up, was one whole wall was barred windows that opened up on an air shaft, and you had to get on your back and press your head against the bars to look up. And there was a little triangle of the sky that you could see at the top of the air shaft. If it was blue, it was day.

I had been smoking marijuana since I was twelve or so, but marijuana was the first thing that Hunter and I did together. He didn’t do it that much, and we weren’t out looking for it, but if somebody turned up with some marijuana, we’d smoke it. The first time Hunter ever smoked, he got as sick as a dog. Later on, we did a lot of cocaine, a lot of acid. We kind of discovered a lot of it together. Something would come along, and we would try it. I think I was the one to introduce him to mescaline. He tried to get me into Adrenalin — shots of Adrenalin. I don’t know where he got the stuff from. He once stuck a hypodermic full of Adrenalin into his ankle, and by accident he hit an artery and a needlelike thickness of blood just hit the wall of the room. He was a gorilla for a while once it kicked in, but at the same time scared shitless because this stream of blood was an awesome thing to see. He had to go to the hospital because it wouldn’t stop.

One night, hot as shit, July, one hundred degrees and ninety-nine percent humidity, and it’s midnight. We’re with our girlfriends, and we can’t stand Hunter’s apartment anymore so we decide to go down to the Leroy Street pool a few blocks away. We climb over the fence, boosting the girls. And we strip down to our Skivvies and jump into the water and swim around. And, God, it’s cool. But all of a sudden,  over the fence come these five guys — local guineas — who decide that this is their turf. They start throwing our clothes in the water, and I start to get out of the water, but my future wife, Eleanor, gets there first and starts yelling like shit about throwing the clothes in the water, and these guys immediately turn to me, get around me, and start pegging me. So I start moving fast and pegging back at them, and then along comes Hunter. He jumps on one of the guy’s backs and beats the shit out of him, and then he grabs another one. Between the two of us, we drive them back over the fence. We gather all our clothes up and figure we’d better get the hell of there, but before we’re finished, over the fence come ten guys right at us. Well, it’s another melee, but now there are too many of them. I’m getting hit, Hunter’s getting hit. But somehow or another, we drive them off.

We finally put our clothes together and turn around to leave, and behind the fence we just came over must be fifty of them. I told my wife, “You and Connie” — I think it was Connie — “you get over the fence, and don’t look back. I don’t think they’re going to bother you. They want us. Run for Seventh Avenue and do whatever you can to find a cop. Run like hell.” So they go over the fence, and then Hunter and I gathered ourselves. Hunter was as brave as a lion. He waded right in. There was no fucking around. They started wailing and we started wailing. They started hitting me with bottles, and in the meantime, I can’t see what’s going on with Hunter. Thank God it only lasted about a minute. Somebody had called the cops, and the cops were right there. If the fight had lasted two minutes, both Hunter and I would have been dead.
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