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  BILL HICKS was born on 16 December 1961 in Valdosta, Georgia. Hicks began his stand-up career while still at high school and went

  on to become one of the most influential stand-up comedians of his generation. He died on 26 February 1994 at the family home in Little Rock, Arkansas. He was thirty-two years old.




  ‘All he did, really, was to tell the truth about himself, and about the way he saw the world – and this is the hardest thing to do on stage

  and still be funny with it. Hicks’ life was spent in this quest and he succeeded brilliantly, and to me and to countless others he remains nothing short of inspiration.’




  Bill Bailey, Independent




  ‘Bill Hicks – blowtorch, excavator, truthsayer, and brain specialist, like a reverend waving a gun around. He will correct your vision.

  Others will drive on the road he built.’




  Tom Waits




  One of the best comedians in the world: a discernible point of view, great mind, attitude – the whole bag. He works completely for me.’




  Dennis Miller




  ‘Bill was right up there with Lenny Bruce and Richard Pryor. He was easily the best comic of my generation.’




  Brett Butler




  ‘With his clarity of vision and gift of words, if Bill Hicks had had any more time he might have started a revolution.’




  Keith Olberman




  ‘Hicks’s stand-up act is about taking a stand – and occasionally dodging a chair.’




  Rolling Stone




  ‘Ten years after his death, his words still burn with righteous truth. This book could change your life.’




  Paul Brannigan, Kerrang




  ‘That this house notes with sadness the 10th anniversary of the death of Bill Hicks, on February 26th 1994, at the

  age of 32; recalls his assertion that his words would be a bullet in the heart of consumerism, capitalism and the American Dream; and mourns the passing of one of the few people who may be

  mentioned as being worthy of inclusion with Lenny Bruce in any list of unflinching and painfully honest political philosophers.’




  Stephen Pound MP, Early Day Motion, House of Commons, February 2004
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  FOREWORD


  The Goat Boy Rises




  I




  On October 1, 1993 the comedian Bill Hicks, after doing his twelfth gig on the David Letterman show, became the first comedy act to be censored at

  CBS’s Ed Sullivan Theatre, where Letterman is now in residence, and where Elvis Presley was famously censored in 1956. Presley was not allowed to be shown from the waist down. Hicks was not

  allowed to be shown at all. It’s not what’s in Hicks’ pants but what’s in his head that scared the CBS panjandrums. Hicks, a tall, thirty-one-year-old Texan with a pudgy

  face aged beyond its years from hard living on the road, is no motormouth vulgarian but an exhilarating comic thinker in a renegade class all his own. Until the ban, which, according to Hicks,

  earned him ‘more attention than my other eleven appearances on Letterman times one hundred,’ Hicks’ caustic observations and mischievous cultural connections had found a wide

  audience in England, where he is something of a cult figure. I caught up with Hicks backstage on a rainy Sunday last November at the Dominion Theatre, in London, where a record-breaking crowd of

  two thousand Brits was packed so tightly that they were standing three deep at the back of the dress circle to hear Hicks deliver some acid home truths about the USA, which to him stands for United

  States of Advertising. Hicks thinks against society and insists on the importance of this intellectual freedom as a way to inspire others to think for themselves. ‘To me, the comic is the guy

  who says “Wait a minute” as the consensus forms,’ Hicks told me as we climbed the stairs to his dressing room. ‘He’s the antithesis of the mob mentality. The comic is

  a flame – like Shiva the Destroyer, toppling idols no matter what they are. He keeps cutting everything back to the moment.’




  Even then, the talk about courting comic danger had Hicks worrying about his prospects in America. ‘Comedy in the States has been totally gutted,’ he told me when we’d settled

  into the dressing room. ‘It’s commercialized. They don’t have people on TV who have points of view, because that defies the status quo, and we can’t have that in the

  totalitarian mind-control government that runs the fuckin’ airwaves. I can’t get a shot there. I get David Letterman a lot. I love Letterman, but every time I go on, we have tiffs over

  material. They love me, but his people have this fictitious mainstream audience they think they play to. It’s untrue. It doesn’t exist. I like doing the show, but it’s almost like

  working a puzzle: How can I be me in the context of doing this material? The best thing I do is make connections. I connect everything. It’s hard to do it in six minutes.’




  Hicks certainly went for broke and pronounced his real comic self in the banned Letterman performance, which he wrote out for me in a thirty-nine-page letter that also recounts his version of

  events. Hicks had to write out his set because the tape of it, which the Letterman people said they’d send three weeks ago, had not yet reached him. He doubts it ever will. But the routine,

  which he had prepared for a Letterman appearance a week earlier (he was bumped because the show ran long), had been, he wrote, ‘approved and reapproved’ by a segment producer of the

  show. Indicating stage directions and his recollection of significant audience response, Hicks set out some of the ‘hot points’ to which the network took exception.




  

    

      You know who’s really bugging me these days? These pro-lifers . . . (Smattering of applause.)




      You ever look at their faces? . . . ‘I’m pro-life!’ (Here Bill makes a pinched face of hate and fear; his lips are pursed as though he’s just sucked on a

      lemon.) ‘I’m pro-life!’ Boy, they look it, don’t they? They just exude joie de vivre. You just want to hang with them and play Trivial Pursuit all night long.

      (Audience chuckles.)




      You know what bugs me about them? If you’re so pro-life, do me a favor – don’t lock arms and block medical clinics. If you’re so

      pro-life, lock arms and block cemeteries. (Audience laughs.) . . . I want to see pro-lifers at funerals opening caskets – ‘Get out!’ Then I’d really be impressed

      by their mission. (Audience laughs and applauds.)




      I’ve been travelling a lot lately. I was over in Australia during Easter. It was interesting to note they celebrate Easter the same way we do – commemorating the death and

      resurrection of Jesus by telling our children a giant bunny rabbit . . . left chocolate eggs in the night. (Audience laughs.)




      Gee, I wonder why we’re so messed up as a race. You know, I’ve read the Bible. Can’t find the words ‘bunny’ or ‘chocolate’ in the whole book.

      (Audience laughs.)




      I think it’s interesting how people act on their beliefs. A lot of Christians, for instance, wear crosses around their necks. Nice sentiment, but do you think when Jesus comes back,

      he’s really going to want to look at a cross? (Audience laughs. Bill makes a face of pain and horror.)




      Ow! Maybe that’s why he hasn’t shown up yet. (As Jesus looking down from Heaven) ‘I’m not going, Dad. No, they’re still wearing crosses –

      they totally missed the point. When they start wearing fishes, I might go back again . . . No, I’m not going . . . O.K., I’ll tell you what – I’ll go back as a

      bunny.’


    


  




  Hicks, who delivered his monologue dressed not in his usual gunslinger black but in ‘bright fall colors – an outfit bought just for the show and reflective of my bright and cheerful

  mood,’ seemed to have a lot to smile about. Letterman – who Hicks says greeted him as he sat down to talk with ‘Good set, Bill! Always nice to have you drop by with an uplifting

  message!’ and signed off saying, ‘Bill, enjoy answering your mail for the next few weeks’ – had been seen to laugh. The word in the Green Room was also good. A couple of

  hours later, Hicks was back in his hotel, wearing nothing but a towel, when the call came from Robert Morton, the executive producer of the Letterman show,

  telling him he’d been deep-sixed. Hicks sat down on the bed. ‘I don’t understand, Robert. What’s the problem? I thought the show went great.’ The following is a

  condensed version of what Hicks remembers from the long conversation.




  ‘You killed out there,’ Morton said, and went on to say, according to Hicks, that the CBS office of standards and practices felt that some of the material was unsuitable for

  broadcast.




  ‘Ah, which material exactly did they find . . .’




  ‘Well, almost all of it.’




  ‘Bob, they’re so obviously jokes.’




  Hicks protested that he had run his routine by his sixty-three-year-old mother in Little Rock, Arkansas, and it passed the test. Morton insisted that the situation was out of his hands. He

  offered to set up another appearance and, according to Hicks, shouldered the blame for not having spent more time beforehand editing out the ‘hot points.’




  ‘Bob, they’re just jokes. I don’t want to be edited by you or anyone else. Why are people so afraid of jokes?’




  ‘Bill, you’ve got to understand our audience.’




  ‘Your audience! Your audience is comprised of people, right? Well, I understand people, being one myself. People are who I play to every night, Bob. We get along just fine. We taped the

  show at five-thirty in the afternoon, and your audience had no problem with the material then. Does your audience become overly sensitive between the hours of 11.30 p.m. and 12.30 a.m.? And by the

  way, Bob, when I’m not performing on your show, I’m a member of the audience of your show. Are you saying my material is not suitable for me? This doesn’t make any sense.

  Why do you understimate the intelligence of your audience?’




  ‘Bill, it’s not our decision.’




  Morton apologized to Hicks, explaining that the show had to answer to the network, and said that he’d reschedule him soon. The conversation ended soon after that exchange, and in the

  intervening weeks Hicks had had no further word, he says, from Morton or Letterman. He has, however, heard indirectly from the CBS standards-and-practices office. A man who heard an interview with

  Hicks on the radio and was outraged over the censorship wrote to CBS to upbraid the network for not airing Hicks’ set. He faxed the reply from CBS

  standards-and-practices to the radio station, which faxed it to Hicks’ office. ‘It is true that Bill Hicks was taped that evening and that his performance did not air,’ the letter

  said. ‘What is inaccurate is that the deletion of his routine was required by CBS. In fact, although a CBS Program Practices editor works on that show, the decision was solely that of the

  producers of the program who decided to substitute his performance with that of another comedian. Therefore, your criticism that CBS censored the program is totally without foundation. Creative

  judgments must be made in the course of producing and airing any program and, while we regret that you disagreed with this one, the producers felt it necessary and that is not a decision we would

  override.’




  Hicks, who refers to the television set as Lucifer’s Dream Box, is now in Lucifer’s Limbo. He can’t get the Letterman show to send him a tape of his performance. He can’t

  get to the bottom of who censored him. And, as yet, he has no return date on Letterman. I called Robert Morton two weeks ago, and, when pressed, he finally grasped the nettle. He had begun by

  saying that the decision not to show Hicks’ routine was made jointly by the Letterman show and CBS and ended up telling me that the producers of the show were solely responsible.

  ‘Ultimately, it was our decision,’ he said. ‘We’re the packagers and owners of the program. It’s our job to deliver a finished product to the network.’




  ‘It’s been a strange little adventure for Willy,’ Hicks told me at the Dominion last year, referring to his American comedy career. And so it has proved – stranger, in

  fact, than Hicks’ most maverick imaginings. The farce came full circle in the week following the Letterman debacle. A friend called Hicks to tell him about a commercial she’d seen

  during the Letterman show – a pro-life commercial. ‘The networks are delivering an audience to the advertisers,’ Hicks said later. ‘They showed their hand. They’ll

  continue to pretend they’re a hip talk show. And I’ll continue to be me. As Bob Dylan said, the only way to live outside the law is to be totally honest. So I will remain

  lawless.’




  Outlaw is how Hicks was styling himself last year for the Dominion performance as he put on his black rifleman’s coat and Stetson in

  the dressing room. When the curtain came up on his performance, Hicks was revealed in his hat, long coat, and cowboy boots, while behind him huge orange flames licked the air. Images of heat and

  hunting are the perfect backdrop to Hicks’ kind of comic attack. He was a hostile sharpshooter taking aim at the culture’s received opinions and trying to shoot them down. The British,

  who have an appetite for this kind of intellectual anarchy, embraced Hicks with a rare and real enthusiasm from the moment he stumbled onto the vivacious English comedy scene in November 1990, as

  one of eighteen comedians in ‘Stand Up America!,’ a six-week limited engagement in the West End. The next year, Hicks was at the Edinburgh Festival, where he outclassed the native

  talent and won the Critics’ Award. This led to his 1992 ‘Dangerous Tour’ of Britain and Ireland, which culminated in appearances in the West End, at the Queen’s Theatre,

  that May. The response was overwhelming, and now Hicks was doing one of the final performances of the ‘Relentless Tour,’ his second lap of honor around the British Isles in one year.

  Hicks was at home with the English, whose sense of irony made them more receptive to his combative humor than the credulous American public had been. ‘There’s a greater respect for the

  performer,’ he said. ‘If you’re onstage, people think you’ve earned it. In America – I’m not kidding – people bark their approval.’ I looked at him

  dubiously. ‘Ask around,’ Hicks said, and he simulated the sound. ‘They bark like animals. It’s frightening. It’s what American society has reduced people to.

  Ironically, in this show I call myself Goat Boy. They shouldn’t be barking, they should be baaing.’




  My first encounter with Hicks was his Gulf War routine, which had been broadcast during the postwar euphoria at the beginning of 1992 on England’s Channel 4. My sixteen-year-old son,

  Chris, was bellowing from the living room for me to come quickly. It was midnight, and he was sprawled, laughing, on the sofa, watching Hicks at the Montreal Comedy Festival calling a massacre a

  massacre. ‘So scary, watching the news. How they built it all out of proportion. Like Iraq was ever, or could ever, under any stretch of the imagination, be

  any threat to us whatsoever. But, watching the news, you never would have got that idea. Remember how it started? They kept talking about “the elite Republican Guard” in these

  hushed tones, like these guys were the bogeyman or something. “Yeah, we’re doing well now, but we have yet to face . . . the elite Republican Guard.” Like these guys were

  twelve-feet-tall desert warriors – “NEVER LOST A BATTLE. WE SHIT BULLETS.” Well, after two months of continuous carpet bombing and

  not one reaction at all from them, they became simply “the Republican Guard” – not nearly as elite as we may have led you to believe. And after another month of bombing

  they went from “the elite Republican Guard” to “the Republican Guard” to “the Republicans made this shit up about there being guards out there.”




  ‘People said, “Uh-uh, Bill, Iraq had the fourth-largest army in the world.” Yeah, maybe, but you know what? After the first three largest armies, there’s a real

  big fuckin’ drop-off. The Hare Krishnas are the fifth-largest army in the world. And they’ve already got our airports.’




  Most TV comics trade in brand-name jokes or jokes that play off physical stereotypes. They don’t question their culture so much as pander to its insatiable hunger for distraction. But

  Hicks’ mischievous flights of fantasy bring the audience back to reality with a thump. Hicks is a kind of ventriloquist of his contradictory nature, letting voices and sound effects act out

  both his angst and his appetites. Occasionally, the instinct for Goat Boy comes over him, and Hicks, a man of instincts, goes with it. Goat Boy is Pan, or Hicks’ version of him – a

  randy goat ‘with a placid look in his eyes, completely at peace with nature’ – through which he celebrates his own rampaging libido.




  ‘I am Goat Boy,’ he would say in the act that night, in a grave baritone. ‘Come here, my little fruit basket.’




  ‘What do you want, Goat Boy?’ he answered, in a coy Southern falsetto. ‘You big old shaggy thing.’




  ‘Ha, ha, ha, ha,’ Hicks growled into the microphone. ‘I am here to please you.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘Tie me to your headboard. Throw your legs over my shoulders, let me roll you like a feed bag.’ Hicks brought the microphone close to his mouth. He

  snorted, slurped, and finally screamed, ‘Hold on to my horns!’ Then, as suddenly as the impulse had come upon him, Hicks broke off the fantasy, saying, ‘I need professional help

  at this point.’




  The secret of Hicks’ psychic survival has always been comedy. He started writing and performing his jokes as an alienated thirteen-year-old in Houston in 1975, and, by

  his own count, for the last five years he has been performing about two hundred and sixty-five days a year, sometimes doing as many as three two-hour gigs a night. Few contemporary comics or actors

  have such an opportunity to get their education in public. Hicks uses the stage time to write his material in front of an audience. ‘I do it all onstage, all of it,’ he said, and

  then began to relate how he’d started on his eccentric journey. ‘When I was about eleven, it dawned on me that I didn’t like where I was,’ he said, speaking of the

  subdivision where he lived, which was called Nottingham Forest; of Stratford High School, which looked like a prison and where he was bored out of his skull for four years; and of his father, who

  was a midrange executive with General Motors. The Hicks family lived in ‘strict Southern Baptist ozone.’ The memory still rankled. ‘One time a friend of mine – we were nine

  – runs over and goes, “Bill, I just saw some hippies down at the store.” I go, “No way.” He goes, “I swear.” My dad goes, “Get off this property! We

  don’t swear on this property!”




  ‘We were living the American dream. This was the best life had to offer. But there was no life, and no creativity. My dad, for instance, plays the piano. The same song for thirty years

  – I think it’s “Kitten on the Keys.” I don’t play the piano, but all my friends are musicians. My dad goes, “Do they read music?” I go, “No.”

  “Well, how do they play it?” I go to the piano and I write a song. What’s the difference? He can’t improvise. That, to me, is the suburbs. You get to a point, and

  that’s it – it’s over.’




  Once he’d seized on the idea of writing jokes, Hicks closeted himself in his bedroom and went to school on comedians. He started watching Johnny Carson. ‘I thought

  he was the only comic in the world, because I never stayed up later,’ he said. Soon Hicks began burning the midnight oil, taping other comic acts on

  television. ‘I’d take their jokes and also write my own. I performed them around school, and what I loved was when both got equal laughs. I knew which one was me and which one I’d

  seen on TV the night before. I learned how to mesh these things. How to get into character. I was very, very popular and known as a comedian at school. I’d always have to have material,

  constantly, all day. It got to the point where my English teacher gave me five minutes to do before class. My older brother Steve encouraged me. I typed up about two pages of jokes –

  whimsical stuff in the Woody Allen vein, which really appealed to me – and slipped them under his door. He came in later that night and said, “What’s this?” I said, “I

  dunno. I’m writing these things. They’re jokes.” He couldn’t believe it. “These are funny, man. Keep doing this.”’




  Hicks’ first partner in comedy was Dwight Slade, with whom he formed the act Bill and Dwight in the eighth grade. A tape exists of Hicks and Slade giggling through some of their early

  routines, which involved pretending to be brothers with ‘many many problems.’ ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the comedy sensation Dwight Slade and Bill Hicks. And here they are!’ it

  begins, and then the two of them collapse into roars of amusement at their own vain attempts to strike adult postures while reading gags about God, sex, abortion, and parents.




  The jokes illustrated Hicks’s precocity, and suggested how comedy both masked and admitted the hostility that kept him sullen and virtually silent around his family. ‘I can remember

  being at dinner when Bill would come down to eat,’ Steve Hicks told me. ‘He’d sit there with his face buried in a book. Absolutely no conversation from him or to him. Nothing.

  Then he would go up to his room and close and lock the door. We had no idea what he was doing.’ Hicks’ room, which had nothing on the walls but a guitar, was a cell of rebellious

  solitude. He kept a typewriter under his bed and hid his pages of jokes inside its case.




  In 1976, there were no comedy clubs in Houston. Except for school, the only outlets for Bill and Dwight’s routines were talent shows and nightclubs. They scoured the paper for auditions,

  and often rode their bikes the seventeen miles into town and back for a tryout. That summer, when they were both fourteen, a talent agent to whom they’d

  sent a tape liked it enough to get them airtime on Jerry Lewis’ Telethon from 2 to 2:45 A.M. Their big break posed three immediate problems: (1) they didn’t have

  forty-five minutes of material, (2) they’d never performed as Bill and Dwight in front of a live audience, and (3) they had to tell their parents. The first two problems were surmountable,

  but the third proved the sticking point. Hicks’ parents said no. Hicks and Slade had to cancel, explaining that they were too young to drive themselves to the job. But in 1978, when the

  Comedy Workshop opened on San Felipe, in Houston, they talked their way into the lineup. This time, they made the gig. To get to it, Hicks had to climb out his window, shin down the drainpipe to

  the garage roof, jump from the roof to the ground, and hightail it to the Catholic church behind his house, where Kevin Booth, a friend who had a car, picked him up and then drove both performers

  to the club. Bill and Dwight did fifteen minutes – a kind of double solo performance, each doing Woody Allen shtick without the actual give-and-take of a comedy team. ‘What was really

  funny was when my friends would come and I’d go, “I . . . uh . . . I have trouble . . . trouble with women,”’ Hicks said. ‘And my friends would go, “No, you

  don’t!” I’d go, “My parents are very poor.” “No, they’re not!” They were amazed we were in this adult world. They were seventeen and could drive us

  there, but when they got us there we were in the adult world.’




  The comedy team performed five times before Slade moved to Portland, Oregon, where he still lives, working as a standup comic. Hicks put his anarchic energy into a hapless punk-rock group called

  Stress, in which he sang a song called ‘I’m Glad I’m Not a Hubcap (Hubcaps Don’t Get Laid).’ At some point in his seventeenth year, Hicks’ parents took him to a

  psychotherapist. ‘There was no connection between me and my parents – none,’ he said. ‘They had no idea of who I was. They still don’t get what I do. How could they

  have understood it fifteen years ago?’ The therapist met with the family, then with Hicks. At the end of the session, the therapist took Hicks aside. ‘“Listen, you can continue to

  come if you feel like it,”’ Hicks recalled him saying. ‘“But it’s them, not you.”’ Soon afterward, at the beginning of

  Hicks’ senior year, his father was transferred to Little Rock, Arkansas. He and his wife left Hicks behind in the house and gave him the keys to the car. Hicks began doing comedy every night.

  His parents thought he was studying. The comedy club put him on first, because he had to get home early. Sometimes the phone would be ringing just as he walked in the door. ‘The conversations

  were like this,’ Hicks said. He fell easily into his father’s Southern accent: ‘“Where were you?” “Library.” “Again?”’ Even after his

  parents left, his material was almost entirely about them.




  To this day, Hicks continues to mythologize his parents and his relationship with them, in comic routines that spoof their Southern propriety. But this is only professional acrimony, and

  doesn’t stop Hicks from thanking his parents on his record albums or turning up regularly for ritual family occasions. Hicks, like all comedians, picks at ancient wounds to keep open the

  soreness that feeds his laughter and to demonstrate his mastery over the past.




  In 1982, Hicks’ parents finally saw him perform. They had been visiting Steve in Dallas, where the family had assembled for Thanksgiving, and his parents decided to surprise him. The plan

  was to drive the three hours to Austin, see the show, and drive back to Dallas the same night before setting out the next day for the six-hour ride to Little Rock. Steve and his wife waited up for

  them but finally fell asleep around 3 a.m. At nine, their phone rang. The Hickses had been so appalled by their son’s act that they’d got in their car and driven nonstop to Little Rock.

  ‘They were in a state of shock,’ Steve says. ‘They didn’t say a word to each other for nine hours. They didn’t even realize they’d driven through

  Dallas!’




  At one end of Hicks’ long, corridorlike dressing room at the Dominion was a window overlooking the stage. Hicks walked over and looked out at the paying customers.

  ‘It’s about that time,’ he said. Isolation suddenly fell over him like some fog blown in by his unconscious. Showtime was approaching, and he wanted to be alone. Fifteen minutes

  later, he brought his aggression roaring onstage. The narrative swung into attack as Hicks, like a man driven to distraction by the media, fought his way free of its overload by momentarily becoming its exaggerated voice: ‘Go back to bed! America is in control again . . . Here . . . here is “American Gladiators.” Watch this! Shut up. Go

  back to bed. Here’s fifty-six channels of it. Watch these pituitary retards bang their fuckin’ skulls together and congratulate yourself on living in the land of freedom. Here you go,

  America! You are free to do as we tell you! You are free!’




  Hicks worked at a tremendous rate, pounding away at the absurdities of American culture with short jabs of wit and following up with a flurry of counterpunches. ‘Ever notice how people who

  believe in creationism look really unevolved?’ he said. ‘Their eyes real close together. Eyebrow ridges. Big, furry hands and feet. “I believe God created me in one day.”

  Looks like he rushed it.’ Later, near the end of the evening, Hicks drew one final lesson. ‘The world is like a ride at an amusement park,’ he said. ‘And when you choose to

  go on it, you think that it’s real. Because that’s how powerful our minds are.’ A young Englishman three seats away from me shouted ‘Bollocks!’ And, without missing a

  beat, completely caught up in the dialogue he was having with his audience, Hicks said, ‘There is a lot of denial in this ride. The ride, in fact, is made up of denial. All things work in

  Goat Boy’s favor!’ Thrilled by the improvised insight, the audience burst into applause, and then Hicks guided the rest of the show smoothly to its conclusion, which, for all its

  combativeness, ended on the word ‘peace.’




  Hicks came to my house the next day for tea. He was tired and a little distracted, and was wondering out loud which way to take his quirky talent. ‘Once this stuff is

  done, it’s over with – I’m not married to any of it,’ he said. ‘Goat Boy is the only thing that really intrigues me right now. He’s not Satan. He’s not

  Evil. He’s Nature.’ Hicks paused and added, ‘I’m trying to come up with this thing about “Conversations with Goat Boy.”’ Then, suddenly, the interrogator

  and, Goat Boy started a conversation at my tea table:




  ‘You don’t like America?’




  ‘I don’t see America. To me, there is just a rapidly decreasing wilderness.’




  Hicks stopped and smiled. ‘That is Goat Boy. There is no America. It’s just a big pavement now to him. That’s the whole point. What is

  America anyway – a landmass including the Philippines? There are so many different Americas. To him, to Nature, it’s just land, the earth. Indian spirit – Indians would understand

  randy Pan, the Goat Boy. They’d probably have a mask and a celebration.’




  My son wandered into the kitchen and lingered to eavesdrop on the conversation. At one point, he broke in. ‘I don’t know how you have the courage to say those things,’ he said.

  ‘I could never talk like that in front of people.’




  Hicks smiled but had no response. Saying the unsayable was just his job. He analyzed the previous night’s performance, which had been filmed for an HBO special. (It was broadcast in

  September to good reviews.) ‘People watch TV not to think,’ he said. ‘I’d like the opportunity to stir things up once, and see what happens. But I’ve got a

  question. Do I even want to be part of it anymore? Show business or art – these are choices. It’s hard to get a grip on me. It’s also hard for me to have a career, because

  there’s no archetype for what I do. I have to create it, or uncover it.’ To that end, he said, he and Fallon Woodland, a standup from Kansas City, were writing ‘The Counts of the

  Netherworld,’ a TV comedy commissioned for England’s Channel 4 and set in the collective unconscious of mankind. Hicks was doing a column for the English satire magazine

  Scallywag. He was planning a comedy album, called ‘Arizona Bay,’ a narrative rant against California with his own guitar accompaniment. Should he stay in England, where he was

  already a cult figure, or return to America? He recounted a joke on the subject by his friend Barry Crimmins, another American political comedian. ‘“Hey buddy,” this guy says to

  him after a show. “America – love it or leave it!” And Crimmins goes, “What? And be a victim of our foreign policy?”’




  As Hicks was about to go, he said, ‘We are facilitators of our creative evolution. We can ignite our brains with light.’ The line brought back something his high-school friend Kevin

  Booth had told me: ‘Bill was the first person I ever met whose goal was to become enlightened.’ At various times in his life, Hicks has meditated, studied Hindu texts, gobbled

  hallucinogens, searched for U.F.O.s – anything to make some larger spiritual and intellectual connection. His comedy takes an audience on a journey to

  places in the heart where it can’t or won’t go without him. Through laughter, Hicks makes unacceptable ideas irresistible. He is particularly lethal because he persuades not with reason

  but with joy. ‘I believe everyone has this fuckin’ poem in his heart,’ he said on his way out.




  II




  My New Yorker profile about Bill Hicks – Part I of this foreword – sat unpublished at the magazine for nearly four months. Hicks’ ban from the David

  Letterman Show and his subsequent thirty-one-page hand-written screed to me (see “Letter to John Lahr”, pages 300–323) provided the impetus to get the profile into print by

  November 1st. ‘The phones are ringing off the hook, the offers are pouring in, and all because of you,’ Hicks wrote to me the following week, signing himself ‘Willy Hicks’.

  ‘I’ve read the article three times, and each time I’m stunned. Being the comedy fan that I am, I’ve ended the article every time thinking, “This guy sounds

  interesting.’” Hicks continued, ‘It’s almost as though I’ve been lifted out of a ten-year rut and placed in a position where the offers finally match my long held and

  deeply cherished creative aspirations . . . Somehow, people are listening in a new light. Somehow the possibilities (creatively) seem limitless.’




  Re-reading Hicks’ letter now, ten years later, the parentheses in the last sentence hit me like a punch to the heart. Hicks was suddenly, to his amazement, no longer perceived as ‘a

  joke blower’, his word for the kind of pandering stand-up he hated. In the two months following the publication of the New Yorker profile, seven publishers approached him about writing

  a book; ‘The Nation’ asked him to write a column; Robert DeNiro met with him to discuss the possibility of recording his comedy on his Tribeca label; and Britain’s Channel 4 with

  Tiger Aspect green-lighted Hicks’s ‘Counts of the Netherworld’ (‘Channel 4 wants our first show to somehow tie in with their

  celebration of the birth of Democracy two thousand years ago,’ Hicks wrote to me. ‘Democracy may have been born then, I just can’t wait till it starts speaking and

  walking’). The creative possibilities may have seemed limitless to Hicks, but, even as he was writing me letters about ‘the hoopla’ and his newfound calm (‘I’m very

  grateful for it’), he knew that he was dying.




  In June, touring Australia with the comedian Steven Wright, Hicks had begun to complain to his manager and girlfriend Colleen McGarr about horrible indigestion. He hadn’t had a proper

  physical exam in ten years; so when they returned, later in the month, to West Palm Beach for a week’s engagement at the Comedy Corner, McGarr booked a check-up for Hicks. On June 15th, his

  first night at the Comedy Corner, Hicks came offstage clutching his side. ‘The physical had been set up for the following Thursday,’ McGarr recalls. ‘But when I took a look at

  him, I said “We gotta get you in tomorrow.”’ Hicks was thirty-one. Because of his relative youth, the doctor, William Donovan, seemed convinced that the swelling on Hicks’

  side was a gall-bladder problem. He sent Hicks for an ultrasound. ‘The ultrasound guy said, “We have to get him over to the hospital. We have to do a biopsy because this isn’t

  gall bladder,”’ McGarr says. ‘They looked very grim at the time.’




  On the night of his liver biopsy, Hicks slept at the Good Samaritan Hospital. ‘He was really digging it,’ McGarr says. ‘I was going out to get him his favourite treats –

  grilled-cheese sandwiches and soup. It was like an enforced rest after all the touring. He was kind of chipper.’ At five the next morning, William Donovan phoned her. ‘Colleen,

  it’s the worst news possible,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to get down here now. We have to talk to him.’ In person, Donovan explained to McGarr that Hicks had pancreatic

  cancer; he had only about three months to live. At 7.30, they went into see Hicks, and Donovan told him that he had stage-four pancreatic cancer and that there was very little that could be done

  about it. At first poleaxed by the news – ‘He looked like he’d been shot,’ Donovan is reported as saying, in Cynthia True’s American Scream: The Bill Hicks

  Story – Hicks finally said, ‘What’s the battle plan?’ What had to be decided, Donovan explained, was how Hicks wanted to live the time he had left. Aggressive treatment

  would leave him mostly incapacitated. Since Hicks felt ‘at the peak of his powers,’ according to McGarr, a compromise treatment was arranged, so

  that he could continue to write and to perform. ‘There was no crying. There was no going nuts,’ McGarr says. ‘It was really, really calm.’ She adds, ‘He’d known

  for awhile, I’m sure, that something was wrong. I mean people don’t have indigestion for six months.’




  The following Monday, Hicks started chemotherapy. A network of doctors around the country was set up so that Hicks could get treatment wherever he happened to be touring. Hicks responded well to

  the therapy. ‘No one knew about his illness,’ McGarr says. ‘The only people who knew were my business partner, Duncan Strauss, and Bill’s immediate family. Nobody else. We

  didn’t tell anyone. That was also Bill’s decision. He had a lot to do – he was finishing the record “Arizona Bay” and he had a ton of gigs.’ She adds, ‘He

  wanted the work to get out without the taint of any sentimentality.’




  In the months that remained to him, by all accounts, Hicks seemed to inhabit the world in a different way. Instead of scourging it, he beheld it. ‘Things became a lot more meaningful than

  he’d ever given them credit for,’ says McGarr, who saw him ‘growing on a spiritual level.’ ‘Flowers. The beach. He started swimming in the ocean for the first time,

  splashing around like a dolphin which is not really Hicks-like – at the beach, when he was dragged there, he was always the guy dressed head-to-toe in black.’ Hicks referred to his

  cancer as a ‘wake-up call’. Where, in the past, Hicks had styled himself as an outlaw onstage and a loner off it; now he sought out people and engaged them. His spirit and his wardrobe

  started to lighten. ‘He was astounded by how much love came around him as a result of this,’ McGarr says. ‘He realized that people really did care about him and that he

  didn’t have to be alone.’ For a time, he moved into McGarr’s West Palm Beach apartment, and he ‘began to take some actual joy’ in domestic life. ‘This is a guy

  who had been on the road for about fifteen years,’ McGarr says. ‘He’s used to eating crap – spaghetti sauce out of a jar. “I need you to get me some Ragu”,

  he’d say. I’m like, “We don’t have jarred spaghetti sauce in this house, we have homemade.” Fun stuff like that. It was a revelation to him.’




  Before returning to Little Rock, Arkansas, for his birthday – December 16th – and for Christmas with his family, Hicks celebrated his own

  unofficial Yuletime with McGarr in Florida. They brought a Christmas tree and decorated it with homemade ornaments. Hicks drew a reindeer on a card and tied it to the front bough of the tree. He

  told McGarr to open it. ‘Will you marry me?’ it said. The question was academic. By late December, according to McGarr, Hicks was ‘really really bad.’




  ‘On a work level, everything was done,’ she says. ‘He’d recorded “Arizona Bay”, performed his last complete sold-out set at Igby’s in Los Angeles on

  November 17th, pitched the TV show at Channel 4.’ In just four months, Hicks had acquired what had eluded him for fifteen years – a receptive American audience. But on a physical level

  he was now fading. Nonetheless, after Christmas, he insisted on meeting McGarr in Las Vegas to watch Frank Sinatra and Don Rickles in concert. ‘I almost passed out, he looked so bad,’

  McGarr recalls. The day after the Sinatra show, they flew back to West Palm Beach. The doctors wanted to admit Hicks to the hospital; he refused to go. ‘Things got very tense,’ says

  McGarr, who had to enlist the help of hospice nurses and of Hicks’ mother, Mary.




  On 5 January, 1994 – against McGarr’s wishes – Hicks did the eight o’clock show at Caroline’s Comedy Club, in New York. In her attempt to prevent Hicks from doing

  the gig, McGarr rang Dr Donovan. ‘Colleen, Bill is ready to die. He just won’t lie down,’ Donovan told her. She hung up on him. Hicks was about thirty minutes into his set when he

  looked up over the microphone and scanned the crowd. ‘Colleen, are you out there?’ he said. From the back of the room, McGarr called out, ‘Bill, I’m right here.’

  ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ he said. McGarr rushed to the side of the stage. Hicks glanced over at her, paused, then put the mic back in its stand, and stepped into the wings. It

  was his last performance.




  On 26 January, McGarr put Hicks on a plane to Little Rock. ‘Bill always wanted to die with his parents at their house in Little Rock,’ she says. ‘He wanted the circle complete

  – that was very important to him.’ On Valentine’s Day, after making a few calls to old friends, Hicks announced that he was finished with speaking. Although he hardly uttered

  another word, except to ask for water, he wandered around the house, according to his mother, almost every night. On 26 February, at 11.20 p.m., Hicks died with

  his parents at his bedside. His radiant comic light had burned for thirty-two years, two months, and ten days.




  When a great comedian dies, the culture loses a little of its flavour. The world rolls on, of course, but without the comedian to both witness and illuminate the deliria of his

  moment. In Hicks’s case, the loss is even more piquant, given that the American public discovered him largely after he’d departed it. ‘This is the material by the way,

  that’s kept me virtually anonymous in America,’ Hicks joked in his last complete set, after a detour into philosophy. ‘You know, no one fucking knows me. No one gives a fuck.

  Meanwhile, they’re draining the Pacific and putting up bench seats for Carrot Top’s next Showtime special. Carrot Top: for people who didn’t get Gallagher.’ He continued,

  ‘Gallagher! Only America could produce a comic who ends his show by destroying food with a sledgehammer. Gee, I wonder why we’re hated the world over.’ At the

  end of the set – in an inspired moment that was captured on film – Hicks came back on stage for his encore with a large paper bag, from which he extracted a watermelon. He put it on a

  stool, grabbed the microphone, raised it high above his head and brought it down on the side of the stool. He’d missed the melon but hit the target. The audience howled. As Rage Against the

  Machine’s ‘Killing in the Name’ blared over the loudspeakers – ‘Fuck you, I won’t do what you tell me’ – Hicks shouted in unison with the lead

  singer: ‘Motherfucker!!!!!!’ Hicks made his exit, flipping the finger wildly with both hands to the room, to the world, to the cosmic order that his jokes frequently invoked.




  The revenge that Hicks took with laughter – his almost infantile glee at getting even for the credulity of the republic (‘You’re a moron!’ ‘You suck Satan’s

  cock!’ he frequently yelled to the idiots in his mind and in the audience) – marked him as the genuine comic article. ‘Listen to my message, not the words,’ Hicks told his

  mother. Composed in equal parts of scepticism, scatology and spirituality, Hicks’ humor gave off a very special acrid perfume. ‘Pro-lifers murdering people,’ Hicks heehawed.

  ‘It’s irony on a base level, but I like it. It’s a hoot. It’s a fuckin’ hoot. That’s what fundamentalism breeds, though

  – no irony.’ To the spellbound and the spellbinders, Hicks bequeathed a heritage of roaring disgust. If he wanted to force the public to descry a corrupt society, he also wanted it to

  descry the low standard of commercial American comedy, which raised laughs but not thoughts and, in his eyes, hawked ‘fucking beer commercials,’ while leaving the public ‘without

  any kind of social fucking awareness.’




  The white heat of Hicks’ fulminations was meant, in part, to purify comedy itself – a notion explicitly stated in a film script he developed in the last year of his life, which told

  the story of a serial killer who murders hack comics. ‘I loved those who gave their lives to find the perfect laugh, the real laugh, the gut laugh, the healing laugh. For love, I killed those

  comedians,’ the murderer explains when he’s finally caught. Hicks wanted to play the serial killer; his act was part of the same search-and-destroy mission.




  Hicks came of age when the sitcom showcase was king. At a time when the romance of the road was over for American comedians, and the goal was to get a development deal – your own show and

  a big payday – Hicks returned comedy to its essential atmosphere of challenge and unpredictability. In a riff about ‘Tonight Show’ host Jay Leno doing Dorito commercials

  (‘What a fucking whore!’), Hicks said, ‘Here’s the deal folks. You do a commercial, you’re off the artistic roll-call. Forever. End of story. You’re another

  fuckin’ corporate shill . . . Everything you say is suspect, everything that comes out of your mouth is like a turd falling into my drink.’




  As the Letterman incident and his reaction to it dramatized, Hicks was as hungry as the next comedian for mainstream success, but only on his own terms. He was not prepared to sacrifice the

  emotional integrity of his material for popularity. ‘There’s dick jokes on the way’ he’d say to his listeners when he raised ideas that flummoxed them, then he’d put

  on his cracker accent: ‘“This guy better have a big-veined purple dick joke to pull himself out of this comedy hole”.’ As a comedian, Hicks was never soft and cuddly. For

  the first-class members of the next generation of American comedians, such as Jon Stewart of ‘The Daily Show,’ the purity of Hicks’ comic quest was inspirational. ‘Hicks was

  one of the guys fighting the good fight,’ says Stewart, who considered Hicks ‘a legendary figure’ and who worked with him a couple of

  times on the road. ‘He was the guy you looked to. He wasn’t trying to be mediocre; he wasn’t trying to satisfy some need for fame; he wasn’t trying to get a sitcom; he was

  trying to be expert.’ Stewart adds, ‘Hicks was an adult among children.’ Among the daring lessons that Hicks’s comedy taught Stewart and other comedians of the next

  generation was ‘to walk the room’ – if Hicks didn’t think that the room was worthy of him, he would ‘walk it’, that is, drive his comedy further than even he

  might normally think of doing. ‘The audience’s apathy spurred him on,’ Stewart says. For instance, at one gig, as Hicks was launching into a bit about the Zapruder film, a drunken

  blonde called up to him, ‘You suck!’ Hicks rolled the words around in his mouth, stepped downstage, and pointed to the woman. ‘Get out! Get out, you fucking drunk bitch! Take her

  out! Take her fucking out! Take her somewhere that’s good. Go see fuckin’ Madonna, you fucking idiot piece of shit!’ Hicks began to imitate her voice –

  ‘“You suck, buddy! You suck!”’ – and ended up skipping around the stage in her persona. ‘“I got a cunt and I’m drunk. I can do anything I wa-aant! I

  don’t have a cock! I can yell at performers! I’m a fucking idiot ’cause I got a cunt!”’ He knelt down. ‘I want you to find a fucking SOUL!!!!’




  As a performer, Hicks was not short on soul or on charisma. In front of the paying customers, he was powerful, unpredictable, and thrilling. ‘He was bigger than the room,’ Stewart

  says. A great comedian is by definition inimitable. Nonetheless, since his death, and even before it, American comedians like Dennis Leary have made a good living reworking his lines and faking his

  bad-ass attitude. The indicators of posthumous longevity for Hicks are good. A biography has been published (‘the most outspoken, uncompromising and famous unknown comic of all time,’

  the jacket says); Hicks’ record sales are bullish; in a recent TV documentary about censorship, for which Hicks’ expletives were deleted, his name was added to the short list of comic

  martyrs.




  Since his death, history has caught up with his comedy. In the early nineties, he was already talking about Iraq and the first President Bush. ‘If Bush had died there,’ he said, in a

  bit about why we should kill Bush ourselves instead of launching twenty-two Cruise missiles at Baghdad in response to his alleged attempted assassination,

  ‘there would have been no loss of innocent life.’ In a culture made increasingly woozy by spin-doctors, Hicks’ straight-talking about political chicanery was a few years ahead of

  its time. If Hicks didn’t pave the way for comic civic disobedience in such popular TV shows as ‘Politically Correct’ and ‘The Daily Show’, he was an immanence of

  subterranean rumblings. ‘When they were putting together “Politically Incorrect,”’ Colleen McGarr says, of controversial American TV show, ‘they were actually

  considering Bill as the original host instead of Bill Maher.’




  A dream is something you wake up from. It is compelling and significant that the final words on Hicks’s last record, ‘Rant in E-Minor’, are a prayer: ‘Lift me up out of

  this illusion, Lord. Heal my perception, so that I may know only reality.’ Hicks mocked society’s enchanters – advertisers, TV networks, rock-and-roll icons, religious fanatics,

  politicians – with the sure knowledge that as in all fairytales only the disenchanted are free. He made that show of freedom by turns terrifying, exhilarating, and hilarious. He was what only

  a great comedian can be for any age: an enemy of boundaries, a disturber of the peace, a bringer of insight and of joy, a comic distillation of his own rampaging spirit.




  – John Lahr




  January 2004




  

     

  




  Good evening ladies and gentlemen. My name is William Melvin Hicks. Thanks Dad.




  Austin, Texas, 1983
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  Part 1: 1980–91




  

     

  




  Climbing Up to Center Stage,


  The Oracle,


  Stratford High School Newspaper


  (1980)





  by Julia Joseph




  Los Angeles has ‘The Comedy Store’. New York has ‘Catch A Rising Star.’ Now in Houston, up and coming comedians have a

  place to launch their careers. The Comedy Workshop is now in session.




  Since its start a few years ago, the Comedy Workshop has become one of Houston’s most popular night spots. Houston comedians, both amateur and professional, go to the Workshop to try out

  new material, improve on established material, and receive inspiration for future material.




  Senior Bill Hicks is one of the Comedy Workshop comedians who has aspirations for a career in comedy and entertainment. He has been doing comedy since he was in the 7th grade. Bill and a former

  Stratford student, Dwight Slade, who is also interested in a career in entertainment, went to the Workshop two years ago and performed on amateur night. Dwight has since moved to Oregon, but plans

  to return to Houston. He and Bill are going to form a comedy team. As a team Bill says that he and Dwight have ‘something special that will make us the two who become famous.’

  ‘There is a rapport with Dwight that makes me come up with things quickly,’ said Bill.




  ‘It used to be just amateur night,’ said Bill of the format in the Annex of the Workshop. ‘They started having stand-ups about two years ago.’ Bill has been hired as one

  of the regular stand-up comics.




  The Comedy Workshop is now divided into two parts, the Cabaret and the Annex. The Cabaret houses satirical revues Wednesday through Sunday, and the Flipped Side of

  the Comedy Workshop – the touring company – Thursday and Sunday. The Annex houses an open stage for stand-up comedians and specialty acts every night, along with regular paid Stand-ups

  Friday and Saturday.




  Bill is the youngest comic at the Workshop and for him to have gotten this job is no mean feat. ‘Two of the comics were in the National Laff-Off,’ said Bill. He explained that this

  is a contest held to determine the five best comedians in the United States. Several celebrities, both local and national, also perform at the Workshop. For example, Gary Richardson, a Burt

  Reynolds look-alike, has opened Charo’s show in Las Vegas. He is also renowned in Houston for the local TV commercials that he does for a weight reduction clinic.




  Stand-up comedy requires as much preparation as any stage performance does. ‘You’ve got to be your best supporter,’ said Bill. ‘Sometimes you feel in

  control and it’s great, but sometimes you just don’t feel in control and you really have to struggle to get laughs.’ He said that he does not have a specific place or situation

  from which he gets his material. ‘It just comes to me.’




  Bill is having increasing success with his career. Besides working at the Comedy Workshop, he has performed with other comedians at the University of Houston. Private groups are able to arrange

  with the Workshop for a group of the comedians to perform at a special function or gathering.




  Since working at the Workshop, Bill has had only one bad experience. ‘There was a bad audience; half of them were asleep and the other half was insane. One guy hated my guts, I don’t

  know why. We started arguing back and forth,’ he explained. Bill said that he tried to continue with his routine but soon gave up as the heckler continued. ‘I totally fell apart. I

  wasn’t funny at all. He (the heckler) pulled a gun.’ The episode ended as Bill left the stage and the heckler was subdued and led away by the managers of the Workshop.




  There are over 2000 comedians trying to make it and Bill explained that the road to stardom is long and hard. ‘Think of Rodney Dangerfield; he’s what, 50, and it took him about 20

  years to make it.’ The competition at the Comedy Workshop is also keen. ‘Any comic that’s there feels threatened by another comic,’ said Bill,

  but added that they remain, for the most part, friends.




  ‘You wonder if you’re going to be that one that makes it, like Steve Martin,’ mused Bill. Well, it’s a one in 2000 chance.




  

     

  




  Late Show with David Letterman (1985)




  Thank you. Thank you very much. How many of y’all feel this is probably the peak of the party right here? (laughter and applause) Me

  too. I am a comedian. I like my job, it’s a good job, I like the hour and ah . . . it’s a tough job and I’m here to do it. I feel good about it. I can’t do anything else: I

  have what is called a bad attitude. Got any bad attitudes out there? (audience clap) I’m also not a team player. Ooooh. So my principal told me, ‘Bill, I’m sorry, son, but

  you’re just not a team player.’ Oh, there’s a couple of sleepless nights I spent. What am I gonna do with all these jerseys I bought, you know? I mean . . . you know. I was born

  alone, not with an end field, all right? So. Yeah, I got a hostile attitude. I got it from a hostile family. It was pretty rough. Kids would come up to me when I was younger and go, ‘My Dad

  can beat up your Dad.’ I’d go, ‘When? Take the man out, you know. He’s cutting the lawn Saturday, pick him off then, why don’t you? While he’s got on that

  Bermuda jumpsuit he found somewhere in Oklahoma’ . . . I think . . . I don’t know where he sends away for that.




  I just got back from Oklahoma, I’m on my way to San Antonio: my career continues to wobble unevenly. Yeah, Oklahoma, that’s a great place. Impression of Oklahoma. (audience member

  shouts ‘All right!’) You like Oklahoma? Here’s an impression for those who’ve never been before. (makes noise of wind whistling and a dog howling) That was inside

  the club I was playing. People in Oklahoma think the Marlboro man is effeminate, OK? And the women make him look that way, so I was glad to get out of that place. It was strange. You see signs by

  the road in Oklahoma, signs saying ‘Dirt for sale’. Aww, I’d like to get inside that guy’s mind and look around for an hour. This guy sees opportunity at every glance, man.

  I don’t know why he didn’t open up an air dealership while he was there. As long as you’re selling the elements here. ‘Thinking of

  startin’ your own planet? Come on down to Bo Jim’s Landland.’ I checked him out. He had a great rap. Came up to me and goes, ‘I don’t wanna pressure you now, but we

  got a family of worms lookin’ at this.’ They were here first. Yeah, I like Oklahoma. They got all those southern evangelists down there too. I like southern evangelists. Real powerful

  dudes. See stuff in the TV Guide on Sunday like ‘Brother Dave heals the deaf. Show close captioned.’ How power-ful’s Brother Dave here? So we got out of there quick. Even though

  warnings beside the road saying ‘Speed limit is enforced by unmarked vehicles’, we figured we were speeding in an unmarked vehicle. How they gonna know it’s us? So I’m

  feeling pretty good.




  Been dating the same girl now for seven years. Think I’m finally ready to pop the question: ‘Why are we still seeing each other?’ It’s gotten kinda ugly. She freaked out

  on me, she really freaked out. Calls me up in the middle of the night going, ‘I don’t know who I am.’ ‘How did you know to call me?’ Some pretty heavy odds there.

  Tells me she’s thinking about jumping in front of a bus and I’m not being very helpful . . . so I sent her a bus schedule. ‘Yeah, look honey, there’s one every hour.’

  ‘Why do you tease me?’ ‘I’m too old to pull your hair, all right?’ I’m glad. I don’t want to be that wrapped up in anyone. I look what it does to other

  guys. I was reading about Vincent van Gogh. Whoa! The guy cut off his ear and sent it to this girl, man. Makes a dozen roses look like a booger jack. Wow! I can hear his friends going, ‘Are

  you sure you love her, Vince?’ He’s going, ‘What?’ I think Vince likes this chick, man.




  So I don’t know, I’m glad to be here. I would like to be a rock star. What a great job. I am a rock star. I’m just waiting to get my band together and learn how to play

  an instrument and I’m on the road. I’m watching Entertainment Tonight. They came out and announced Paul McCartney makes ten million dollars a month. That kind of puts our lives

  in perspective there. I’m watching that, going, ‘Ten million a month!’ This guy next to me goes, ‘Yeah, but taxes eat that up.’ Yeah, Paul’s out there scrambling

  for rent right now, huh? Every time I think I’m partying too hard, I just keep in mind that Keith Richards is still alive and breathe a sigh of relief, huh?

  Makes that pack of Marlboro a day look pretty mediocre compared to this guy’s lifestyle, man. But he outlived Jim Fixx, the runner and health nut . . . so I’m stating facts, make your

  own connections there. I picture a nuclear war – two things are gonna live: Keith and bugs. ‘Where did everybody go? I saw a bright light; I thought we were on.’ Hey folks, thank

  you. Have a [. . .]




  

     

  




  Quotes and Lyrics




  If you are living for tomorrow, you will always be one day behind. Any organization created out of fear must create fear in order to survive.




  A living philosophy is not a belief – it is an act.




  

    22 October 1986


  




  I want to be happy. I want to be at peace.




  I want to be creative, joyous and complete.




  I want to be whole and I want to be aware.




  I want to be strong and healthy and to care.




  

    December 1987


  




  I believe the cost of life is Death and we will all pay that in full. Everything else should be a gift. We paid the cover charge of life, we were

  born.




  

    February 1988


  




  I need to be reminded where I’m going




  I need to be reminded why I’m here




  I need to be reminded where I came from




  I need to be reminded not to fear.




  

    15 April 1988


  




  New Happiness




  (28 January, 1986)




  I’m done with excuses




  I’ve run out of time




  I’ve wallowed in sorrow




  And spent the night cryin’




  I’ve floundered in darkness




  in sight of the light




  If I am to live, then now is the time.




  

    Oh you knew I knew you




    I’m crying out to be led through




    the valleys of darkness




    these pits full of fears.




    I only know one thing for sure, I know




    I don’t belong here.


  




  

    When I was younger things went untold.




    I built up a hard front, I acted quite bold.




    My feelings were strangers, interpreted none,




    I felt treated more like a daughter and less like a son.


  




  

    I was only a youngster when I fell in love




    My heart touched another’s outside of my home




    My passion was fragile, obsession quite real.




    I followed my lover’s dream till the end.


  




  

    My chasm of darkness needs to be filled




    Recovered feelings from long ago years




    No one was there to understand,




    Though as a child




    I thought like a man.


  




  

    Now I feel both – so young and so old




    My body more tired and desperate, not bold




    I’ve run from the shadows into the night




    If I am to live, then now is the time.


  




  I’ve Been Waiting For the Day




  

    I woke from this dream




    There was no tomorrow


  




  

    And no sign of day


  




  

    I woke from this dream




    At a lovely hour




    No one to hold onto tonight




    No stars are shining through my window




    No sign that day will ever light.


  




  

    I woke from this dream




    There was no tomorrow


  




  

    The clock was ticking but there was no day.


  




  

     

  




  Interview


  by Allan Johnson


  (14 September 1989)




  When you first see Bill Hicks, you immediately think of a college scholar: studious and intelligent-looking, especially when he wears a pair of

  glasses. Here’s a person you might think is very serious-minded. You probably would never associate Hicks with stand-up comedy.




  And then you see him on stage:




  ‘Jimi Hendrix died in a pool of his own vomit,’ Hicks says. ‘Do you know how much you have to puke to fill a pool?’




  Or: ‘Flag-burning really brought out people’s true colors. People were like, “Hey, buddy, my dad died for that flag.” Well,

  that’s weird, ’cause I bought mine.’




  Or jokes on sex, nonsmokers, former President Reagan and singers Rick Astley Tiffany and George Michael. And you won’t believe Hicks’ theory

  on who the anti-Christ is (hint: think ‘oldest teenager’1).




  Hicks, 27, has always seemed to tell jokes that will bring a start to audiences. His first stand-up performance was at the tender age of 13, at a Baptist

  camp talent show. Hicks based his act on mostly Woody Allen jokes.




  Hicks was ‘this little WASP kid, but I was talking about how rough my childhood was, because that was the angle Woody Allen took, right? But I did that joke . . . “I was breast-fed from falsies.” And they went “Whooaaa, he said breasts.”




  ‘They were thrilled to have me,’ Hicks remembers.




  Hicks, who is indeed very serious-minded and thoughtful offstage, says that it’s not his intention to offend anyone. He just wants to do an intense

  brand of comedy and hopefully convey some messages along the way.




  ‘Here’s what I try and do,’ Hicks explains. ‘To me, there are so many comedians out there. And they’re so prevalent, and

  they (audiences) see it constantly. I try and give them a twist on it. One way that I do it is by being intense.’




  Hicks has a comedy album coming out, taped ‘Caroline’s Comedy Hour’ for Arts & Entertainment, and recently appeared on

  ‘MTV’s Half-Hour Comedy Hour.’ He has performed on ‘Late Night with David Letterman’ four times and was featured on a Rodney Dangerfield HBO special. Hicks is working

  at the Funny Firm through Sunday, at 318 W. Grand Ave.




  Hicks started professionally in 1979. He was part of the original Houston-based Outlaws of Comedy, which was headed by Sam Kinison.2




  Kinison, rightly or wrongly, has been lumped in with a growing breed of ‘shock comics,’ a group that will say anything, no matter how raunchy

  or offensive. One might get the impression that Hicks may belong in that bunch, but he doesn’t see things that way.




  ‘I don’t wanna be lumped in with anybody,’ Hicks states firmly. ‘I mean, I’m sorry that people have to have a label so they

  can feel better about their description of the world.’




  Hicks stands out from shock comics in that his routines contain intelligent humor, whereas others will just sputter

  anything that they feel will get a laugh.




  Performing earlier this week in Chicago was Andrew ‘Dice’ Clay, who has drawn criticism for his material on women and gays, among others. How

  does Hicks feel about Clay?3




  The man who explains in no uncertain terms what hotel housekeepers will find if they jerk open his door when the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign is out

  simply says, ‘“Dice” Clay is not my cup of tea.’




  

     

  




  Bush


  (1990)




  Hello, I’m Bill Hicks, and I’m standing at one of the foot of one of the halls of justice of our great country. You know, when the

  producers of this video asked me to discuss my opinions on the George Bush administration, I was struck by the very cynical thought, ‘What is the fucking point? People still love Ronald

  Reagan.’ After eight years of lies and hypocrisy, people love this guy. Leads me to a very disturbing question: how far up your ass does this guy’s dick have to be before you realize

  he’s fuckin’ ya? Ha, people are just, ‘I like Ronald Reagan. He looks good on TV, he made the country stronger, patriotism’s at an all-time high. Hold on a minute,

  something’s slappin’ my ass. Hey, he’s fuckin’ us!’ What’s the point of George Bush? Reagan-lite. No one cares that he was the ex-head of the CIA, now elected

  president. The CIA – political assassinations, overthrowing governments, death squads, drug-running. Let’s give them more power! Let’s put ’em in the White House! No one

  cares that George Bush’s first two executive decisions were to name a vice-president who’s whiter than Arsenio Hall. I guess you could commission Ted Turner to colorize Dan Quayle

  later. Bush’s second decision was to name a secretary of defence who would begin every unilateral arms agreements off with ‘Hi, I’m John and I’m an alcoholic.’ Now,

  people love him. What is the point? People are already saying, ‘I like George Bush. He looks good on TV, he brought back family values, he’s fighting the war on drugs. Wait a minute,

  something’s slappin’ my ass. Hey! He’s fuckin’ us!’




  

     

  




  Recorded Live at the Village Gate, NYC, and Caroline’s Seaport, NYC


  (1990)4




  Thank you. Anyway, it’s good to be here. I ah . . . what? Recording an album tonight and tomorrow, so you’re on the album. If you could

  make a little more noise than that, that would be (audience laughs) There you go. That’s what we want to hear on the fucking album. Ha ha ha ha ha ha! Don’t worry: funny

  material and laughter will be dubbed in later, so. Hey, you know, why pressure ourselves?




  It’s good to be here. I’m from ah Houston, Texas, originally, and moved up here a year ago, and ah . . . thank you. Ah, there’s that warmth I’ve come to know on the

  island. It is my object to be stared at like a dog that’s just been shown a card trick, you know what I mean? So . . . it’s good. First thing I noticed when I came up here was of course

  the homeless situation. Now, I’m no bleeding heart, OK? But . . . when you’re walking down the streets of New York City and you’re stepping over a guy on the

  sidewalk who, I don’t know, might be dead . . . does it ever occur to you to think, ‘Wow. Maybe our system doesn’t work?’ Does that . . . question ever bubble up out of ya?

  I mean, if there was only a couple of bums, I’d think, ‘Well, they’re fuckin’ bums.’ But there’s THOUSANDS of these fuckin’ guys. I mean, I’m running

  like a bum hurdle down the fucking st—The hundred-yard bum hurdle. Watch out, guys. There we go. ‘Hey you got any money, hey, you got any money, hey, you got any money?’ Ooh,

  woah, I tipped that last guy, but it’s OK – I didn’t tip him over. That hurdle counts. And I had no idea there was thousands of these

  guys,5 you know what I mean? So when I first moved here, I’m walking down the street, and all I get is, you know, ten/fifteen guys per block:

  ‘You got any money?’ I was like, ‘Yeah, I do. Thanks for reminding me. It feels great. Shit.’ I thought they were like asking about my wealth. You know, ‘You OK? You

  got money? You callin’ your mom? Your health all right?’ Yeah, boy, people in New York are so friendly.




  Man! Some of these guys though, they look healthy. I don’t get it. They’re just fuckin’ bums, you know what I mean? Very idea they want me to just give them the hard-earned

  money my folks send to me every week. Fuck! You leech, get a job, man. My dad works eight hours a day for this money. Goddamn it, I’ll get on a soapbox right on the street. I will. The

  nerve of these people. I mean, I had to cut the lawn every Saturday for fifteen years for a fucking quarter. This guy comes out from behind a dumpster and wants a cut of my action, you know?

  Shit, where were you when I was edging?




  You ever have the one that flips on ya, that turns psycho on ya? Cos I give ’em quarters and sometimes I don’t have any fucking change, and I’m not gonna break a twenty for a

  bum, OK? I’ve got a life. And, you know, they’re the one that turns on ya.




  

    

      ‘Hey could you help me out?’




      ‘Sorry don’t have anything.’




      ‘MOTHERFUCKER!’




      ‘Woah, woah, where’s my chequebook, hold on. Is that Mr Bum? How do I make it out? [ . . .] What? . . . Didn’t know you were a psycho. Definitely

      wasn’t your personality that put you on the street, was it?’


    


  




  Jesus. They got balls, man. One of ’em said to me, you know, I said, ‘Sorry I don’t have any money, man.’




  

    

      ‘Thanks for nothing, buddy! You don’t know what it’s like to be broke.’




      ‘Well, yeah I do. That’s why I work. I know exactly what it’s like: you sleep on the pavement, you dig through the garbage for food, and you bum

      money from strangers. Am I right?’




      ‘That is what I do.’




      ‘See ya.’


    


  




  I feel very sorry for these guys, cos I don’t know why they’re bums. Do you know why they’re bums? No one asks. When the guy’s digging through the garbage,

  no one ever goes up and asks, ‘What the fuck you doing? Why you digging the garbage?’ They’re just psychos. You know, and some of them: ‘Have you got any

  money? You got a quarter?’ Hey, for the same quarter I can get that bum to squeegee my window, you know what I mean? I wanna comparatively bum shop, I want . . . I want the most from my bum

  quarter, goddamn it, and I want a receipt. That’s how you get rid of ’em: get a receipt, you know (snorts) ‘Here. Thanks.’ Or some people: ‘Oh, don’t give

  him any money. It’s probably for drugs or alcohol.’ Well, yeah. You’ve never been a fucking drug addict then. Drugs are pretty important to a drug addict. (chuckles)




  

    

      ‘Goddamn right, it’s for drugs, lady. And if I don’t get ’em I’m gonna cut your fucking heart out and eat it in front of ya.’




      ‘Well, you put it that way . . . ding!’




      ‘Thank you.’


    


  




  See, I feel very sorry for these guys, cos I was an alcoholic. I quit drinking two years ago. I coulda been a bum. Anybody could be a bum. All it takes is the right girl, the right bar and the

  right friends, man. You are well . . . oh, your buddys’ll see you off, goddamn it. They’ll christen your dumpster for you.




  Embarrassing drinker I was. I’d get pulled over the by the cops, I’d be so drunk, I’d be out dancin’ to their lights, thinkin’ I’d made it to another club.

  Turn the music up! Hey, what is this, a leather bar? Hey, hey, hey, hey, hey. I’m not into this, you faggots. Oh, shit! You guys go all out.




  Man, I don’t even wanna chance that, too. The attitudes change . . . little too serious. Remember ten years ago if you got pulled over and you’d been drinking, a cop came up to your

  car:




  ‘Son, you been drinking?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  

    

      ‘Oop, sorry to bother ya. Hope I didn’t bring your buzz down any. All right, get on outa here and have a good time. Bye-bye.

      Back in the car, Tommy, it’s just a drunk guy behind the wheel of an automobile. Come on.’


    


  




  Been on what I call my Flying Saucer Tour, which means, like flying saucers, I too have been appearing in small Southern towns . . . in front of handfuls of hillbillies lately,

  and ah . . . been doubting my own existence. I’ve noticed a certain anti-intellectualism in this country. Have you noticed that? Ever since around 1980,6 coincidentally enough. Last week I was in Nashville, Tennessee. After the show I went to a waffle house. I’m not proud of it, but I was hungry . . . and I’m

  sitting there, and I’m eating, and I’m reading a book, right? I’m alone, I don’t know anybody, I’m eating, and I’m reading a book. Fine. Right? Waitress comes

  over to me: (chewing) ‘What you readin’ for?’ I said, ‘Wow, I’ve never been asked that. Goddang it, you stumped me. Not what am I reading, but what am I

  reading for? I guess I read for a lot of reasons, but one of the main ones . . . is so I don’t end up being a fucking waffle waitress. Yeah, that’d have to be pretty high on the

  list.’ Then this trucker in the next booth gets up, stands over me and goes, ‘Weell, looks like we got ourselves a reader.’ What the fuck’s going on here? It’s like I

  walked into a clan rally in a Boy George costume or something, you know? This is a book. I read. Am I stepping out of some intellectual closet here? There, I said it. I feel better.




  I’m telling you, man. Tennessee. You know, in many parts of our troubled world, people are yelling, ‘Revolution. Revolution.’ In Tennessee they’re yelling,

  ‘Evolution . . . We want our thumbs!’ The thing is, they see people with thumbs on TV all day. Boy, that’s gotta drive them hog-wild, huh? (makes chimp noise) It’s a

  thumb, goddamn it. I can’t say enough about the thumb. I’m tellin’ you, man. There are some serious pockets of humanity out there. Go to some of these truck-stops the middle of

  nowhere, order a coffee. The guy behind the counter goes:




  

    

      ‘You want the 32 ounce or the large?’




      ‘Ah, shit, how big is that large?’




      ‘You gonna want pull yer car round back. I’m gonna start the pump.’


    


  




  Boy, that sounds like a lot of coffee, man. I don’t know if I want to be awake that long in Tennessee, you know? They’re nice people. They are. What would you

  describe them as? Rural? Backwoods? Hicks? After the show, one of them came up me real excited. ‘Man, you’re great. You’re cracking me up. I was about to spit.’

  ‘Sorry.’ He said, ‘No, I loved it. I’d like you to meet my wife and sister.’ And there was one girl standing there . . . not a thumb between ’em.




  So . . . ‘Smokers, thank you. Thank you, guys. Just smoke away, huh? Don’t worry about us.’ Hokay. How many smokers do we have here tonight? Smokers? (a

  few claps from audience) Oh boy, listen to that energy they can pump out at will, huh? (wheezy coughs by Bill) Thank you, guys. That was a valiant effort on your parts. Listen to

  this: how many non-smokers do we have here tonight? Non-smokers? (lots of audience applause) Hear that? Bunch of whining little maggots, aren’t they? Aren’t they? Obnoxious,

  self-righteous slugs. I’d quit smoking if I didn’t think I’d become one of them. The worst kind of non-smoker’s the one where you’re smoking and they just walk

  up to you and (coughs affectedly). I always say, ‘Shoot. You’re lucky you don’t smoke. That’s a hell of a cough, dude. I smoke all day and don’t cough

  like that. Maybe you were conceived with a weak sperm. Maybe your dad was jacking off and your mom sat on it at the last second.’ Did I over-react? Didn’t, did I? I think that’s

  kinda cruel: I’m smoking and you come up coughing at me. Jesus! You go up to crippled people dancin’, too, you fucks? ‘Well, hey Mr Wheelchair, what’s your problem? Come on,

  Ironside. Race ya.’ You fucking sadist. I’ll smoke, I’ll cough, I’ll get the tumours, I’ll die. Deal? Thank you, America. People say,

  ‘Well, it’s not that, i-i-i-i-it’s the secondary smoke. It’s not just the smoke that you smoke but the smoke that comes out of you. That’s called secondary smoke. And

  that’s not good smoke, just cos it came out of you.’ Shut the fuck up, right now. Goddamn it, if I don’t smoke there’s gonna be secondary bullets coming your way.

  D’you understand this? I’m fuckin’ tense! All right? Thank you! I been on a fucking flying saucer tour for three months, OK? Thank you. Hope you

  don’t mind if I just enjoy my cig.




  I love when people in New York City complain about your smoking. Isn’t that great? Yeah. These people are standing ankle-deep in dog links, straddling a dead guy, you know. Apparently my

  cigarette’s fucking up the delicate balance of nature here. ‘Oh, this is bothering you? Ohhhh. I’m sorry. Let me go over here to this pile of bum dung and put this out. There we

  go. Restore New York to that pristine state we know it exists in . . . if it weren’t for my godawful cigarette.’ Jesus. How much do you smoke a day, dude?




  Man in audience: Pack an’ a half.




  Bill: Pack an’ a half? You little puss. Get a little— why don’t you just put a dress on and swish around for us. (singing) ‘Pack an’ a half. I smoke a

  pack an’ a half.’ Makes me ill. I go through two lighters a day, dude. Yeah. And I’m startin’ to feel it. Eurgh, shit. But I do have this big fear, right? Doing smoking

  jokes in my act? Showin’ up five years from now, going (in monotone), ‘Good evening everybody. Remember me? Y’all were right. Smoking’s bad.’ Ewwwww. You ever

  seen that? Does that . . . let me tell you something: if you’re smoking out of a hole in your neck . . . I’d think about quittin’. I would. And that’s just me,

  you know. See, once again I’m not being stringent with the rule of thumb. See, what’s cool is every pack has a different Surgeon-General’s warning. Isn’t that great? Mine

  say: ‘Warning: Smoking may cause foetal injury or premature birth’. Fuck it! Ha ha ha! Found my brand. Just don’t get the ones that say ‘lung cancer’, you know. Shop

  around, man. ‘Yeah, give me a carton of low birth weights. What the fuck do I care?’




  ‘Cigarette smoke contains carbon monoxide.’ Well, so does my car and it still fucking runs, so. Ah, shit. See, I smoke, I don’t drink, I don’t do drugs, you know. Can I

  smoke? Can I? Like a fucking fiend I can.




  The fact that we live in a world where John Lennon was murdered, yet Barry Manilow conTINues to put out fucking albums. Goddamn it. If you’re gonna kill somebody, have

  some fucking taste. I’ll drive you to Kenny Rogers’ house, all right? Get in the car, I know where Wham! lives. (singing) ‘You gotta have faith, da da da da. (makes

  sound of two gunshots) No, George, you’ve gotta have talent, dude. (three gunshots). New rule. And you can shave that two-day growth

  of beard off, buddy. Cos you’re fooling no one, you big girl. (gunshot) For the record . . . and let’s not mince words, because our very lives depend only upon truth:

  George Michael is . . . a . . . big . . . girl. If you ladies like him, you’re dykes. End . . . of . . . fucking . . . story. This is not a matter of opinion, this is not a matter of

  taste, or perception. I can prove this on a home computer. These aren’t idle thoughts. The guy’s such a big girl. Have you seen this? He’s hawkin’ Diet Cokes now. Ewwww.

  Diet Coke. Even Madonna fucking hawked real Coke. You little puss. ‘Diet Coke. I’m George Michael. I drink Diet Coke so my heinie doesn’t get too big. We don’t

  like big heinies, do we girls? Hee hee hee. Diet Coke.’ Why don’t you just put the fucking skirt on and get it over with, that’s what I say.




  These are our like our music representatives. These are our rock stars. What kind of fucking Reagan wet dream is this world, man? Rock stars hawking Diet Cokes! What real rock star would

  do something like that, you know?




  

    

      ‘It’s Keith Moon for Snickers!’




      ‘Sometimes I’m doing a drum solo, and I haven’t eaten for like three fucking weeks. I eat a Snickerrrrrssssssss.’


    


  




  That’s a rock star.




  

    

      ‘It’s John Bonham for Certs.’




      ‘Threw up blood in me sleep last night. I got a date with two thirteen-year-old twins. I suck a Certs.’


    


  




  That’s a rock star. ‘Diet Coke!’ Boy, I tell ya, if money had a dick, George Michael’s would be a flamin’ faggot. ‘Oh, Diet Coke?

  Ohhhhhhhh, oh boy, ohhhh. Mm-mmm, I love that Diet Coke, ohhhhhhhhh, god damn that, oh god damn that Diet Coke. Ohhhhhh! Drink it every day! Ohhhhhhh.’ He’s a demon . . . set

  loose on the earth to lower the standards. End . . . of fucking story. Everyone, though. Everyone is hawking products. That’s like the highest thing you can achieve now, isn’t

  it? Become some barker. Sinatra hawks beer; he doesn’t have enough money, does he? No. Nothing’s sacred to these fucks, man. I’m waitin’ to see:




  

    

      ‘It’s Jesus for Miller.’




      ‘I was crucified, dead for three days, resurrected, and waited 2,000 years to return to earth. It’s Miller time.’




      ‘You know, Jesus, it doesn’t get better’n this.’


    


  




  You don’t see the imminent danger, do you? You’re staring at me like, ‘Bill, they’re just musicians, and they’re, you know, and they’re just

  doing their thing, and’ NO! They are DEMONS SET LOOSE ON THE EARTH TO LOWER THE STANDARDS FOR THE PERFECT AND HOLY CHILDREN OF GOD! Which is what we are. Make no mistake about it.

  What’s happened to us? After eight years of Ronald Reagan and Yuppies we live on like the third mall from the sun now, you know? Come on, man. Is it fuckin’ me? Debbie

  Gibson7 had the number one album in this country, y’all. Now, if this doesn’t make your blood fucking curdle . . . I mean,

  who buys that shit, you know? Is there that much babysitting money being passed around right now? Have you seen that little mall creature at work? (singing) ‘Shake your love.’

  What love are you shaking, Debbie? You’re twelve. You got no titties . . . you look like Johnboy and your music SUCKS. Go back to the mall that spawned you. This is not a matter of

  perception, this is not a matter of taste, I can prove this on an Etch-A-Sketch. Go babysit Tiffany8
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