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I’m not at all embarrassed at the use of the word freak. I think the way things are going in this country today, it’s a very honorable designation, and I’m proud of it. To be abnormal, to deviate from the style of government that I deplore in America today, is not only wise but necessary.


—HUNTER S. THOMPSON, Pitkin County Sheriff’s Debate, October 24, 1970

















AUTHOR’S NOTE



The career of Hunter S. Thompson, in its bright arc across the second half of the previous century, continues to exist today in many forms. From his own prodigious output of personal narrative, to a wealth of auxiliary material such as interviews, films, and biographies, he has managed to pass an astonishing amount of his experience onto the printed page.


As such, we’ve arrived at a point in the present where multiple versions of Hunter Thompson appear to coexist simultaneously: versions that in his own writing he both encouraged and also fought back against; that have been amplified in the subsequent biographical works on his life and times; and that remain part of our popular culture, complicating our perspective on who, at different moments in his life, he might’ve actually been.


The book you’re about to read is, among other things, an attempt to reevaluate Thompson’s role as a political writer—as a literary journalist in the essayistic tradition whose activism remains underappreciated.


To be sure, it constitutes one version among many: my own, a take that’s been composed amid the very specific political climate we currently find ourselves inhabiting. To write this book—in addition to the years of research and interviews that went into its construction—I attended the 2016 political conventions in Cleveland and Philadelphia, and afterward reported on election night, the 2017 inauguration, and various protests in Washington, DC. I’m only bringing up this series of events now to acknowledge the specific lens through which I’ve arranged everything you’re about to read.


Which is to say: in writing about the past I’m of course expressing, in some manner, my own concern for the current state of our institutions and ideals—for the Constitution, participatory democracy, and the independent press—that Hunter Thompson fought so tirelessly to defend.


His perspective on the American republic remains as valuable as ever. In these pages I’ve tried to dramatize his political evolution in the manner a novel might—while also citing every detail and quote along the way—with the hope of expressing, for you, the effort he put out as a writer and thinker to combat institutional injustice.


In the end his effort came at a dire personal cost. But, during the period of time spanning John F. Kennedy’s murder to Richard Nixon’s resignation, it also set the real Hunter Thompson apart from the more outlandish versions we’ve come to identify with him.


From the start he understood better than most the possibilities and dangers inherent to the system of government that he liked to refer to as “that fantastic possibility… the last best hope of man.”


And whether you’re already familiar with his fascinating career or happen to be coming to his story for the first time, I hope that you’ll see in his perspective a timeless and necessary rigor—something worth considering every day, especially today.















CHAPTER ONE
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THE VALLEY OF THE MOON


1963–1964
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From the Emptiness of the Sky Itself


On an autumn afternoon in 1963, Hunter S. Thompson, a twenty-six-year-old journalist living in a small rented cabin with his wife, Sandy, was startled by a knock at the door.


This was on Woody Creek Road, just outside of Aspen, Colorado. He and Sandy had been staying there since the end of the summer, a temporary arrangement; Thompson had recently been offered the position of West Coast correspondent for the National Observer, a weekly general-interest newspaper owned by the Dow Jones Company, and the current plan was to save up enough money for a more permanent move to California. At the time Sandy was six months pregnant.


Thompson went to the door and opened it. Their neighbor, a rancher by the name of Wayne Vagneur, was standing on the porch. Something was up. You could see it in this man’s eyes: a pressing, expectant look.


Vagneur got right to the point. There’d been violence, he said. Down in Dallas. John F. Kennedy had been shot. What’s more, he was dead. Murdered.


Thompson let out a sob. In the next moment he started swearing. He swung his eyes at Vagneur, briefly hoping that what he’d just heard might in fact be the setup to some outrageous punch line, but no:  this pioneer-family rancher wasn’t the joking type.


November 22, 1963. That afternoon the information traveled the continent, occupying everything, a lament of incontestable volume. Thompson found out the way most people did—personally. Only later did you switch on the radio or television for confirmation.


This much was clear: the head of the American government had been cut down by rifle fire in the broad Texas daylight. And the perpetrator, it was beginning to appear, came from the left of the political spectrum: a deranged communist with ties to Cuba and the Soviet Union who’d coiled himself on the sixth floor of a nearby building to strike as if from everywhere at once—from above, from a sniper’s distance, from the emptiness of the sky itself, his bullets shattering the famous young leader’s body and head.


Really, what had taken place was something more than an assassination; it amounted to both an act of terror and a violent regime change. The country would be under the command of Lyndon Baines Johnson, that ancient, lifelong politico whom Kennedy had sped past on his way to the nomination in 1960, and who would now be asked to stand in memoriam during the upcoming election cycle, with no guarantee of either continuity or victory.


Hunter Thompson had become a Kennedy enthusiast three years earlier after watching the first televised presidential debate during a 1960 hitchhiking trip through California and the Pacific Northwest. With a friend he’d caught a ride at the Oregon turnpike to a small-town bar—a place he must’ve known he’d never pass through again—where, on the television, he watched what he instantly understood to be the visual turning point in the battle between the country’s conservative and liberal factions. JFK, while at times affected and calculating, had come to represent, for Thompson and for many others, the least-terrible option American politics had seen in a generation: a leader who wouldn’t be corrupted by the enormous degree of power he sought, and who, as a result, suggested a future in which the collective hopes of the country might for once outweigh the ruthless, cheap, small-minded, glaringly hypocritical ambition that so many other candidates had relied upon for victory.


From Thompson’s perspective there’d been plenty to doubt in the three years since, but at least with Kennedy, progress on civil rights and in international affairs seemed possible; for once, it felt as if the better sentiments of the American character had gotten a foot in the door.


On that Friday afternoon in November, after Vagneur delivered the terrible news and departed, Thompson grabbed his reporter’s notebook and headed into town, where, as if from behind the lens of a camera, he began collecting firsthand testimony. He talked to everyone he could find. He copied out their reactions verbatim. People were shocked and scared and pessimistic for the future. They told him so. With pen and paper he bore witness to the country’s roaring pain.


That night, back at the cabin, as the radio reports gave way to a series of previously recorded Billy Graham sermons, he couldn’t sleep. For a while he worked on compiling the quotes he’d gathered, polishing them into a thousand-word article he could then send to his editor at the National Observer, but eventually he switched to a more intimate form of expression: personal letters.


“It is a triumph of lunacy, of rottenness, the dirtiest hour in our time,” he wrote to Paul Semonin, an old friend from Louisville. “The shits were surely killing us, and now they have killed the only hope on the American horizon.”


He was afraid to fall asleep, he added, sure that he’d wake up to news of a full-scale attack on Cuba or some other communist satellite. It was as if the future itself could be redrawn in the blue silences of each new hour that passed. He finished the first letter and started another, and as the night gave way to morning—sunrise at eight thousand feet, a rarefied, alpine light—he kept thinking about the long-term political ramifications of the assassination.


For Thompson, Kennedy’s murder was nothing short of a challenge to the soul of the Republic itself. America’s duly elected leader had been removed from his post with violence. Such a thing had happened before, yes, but this current situation was altogether new; in an era of mutually assured nuclear destruction, it didn’t necessarily matter if the assassin was a lone maniac or the agent of a wider plot. The result was the same: power was being transferred across discreet, unmonitored channels. And the official narrative, emanating now like a deadly fog from the various outlets of the postwar media apparatus, suggested a familiar target—communists. In short: America had suffered an attack from the very threat its most conservative politicians had been shouting about, as a means to advance their own careers, for decades.


“The political clock has been turned back to Eisenhower & McCarthy,” he wrote. “It will almost surely mean a Goldwater victory in ’64, a wild reaction against ‘The Reds.’”


Such a thing had seemed impossible only a few days earlier. But all of sudden, Barry Goldwater—the conservative senator from Arizona who, in his campaign for the Republican nomination, advocated a policy of more direct confrontation with the Soviet Union that could very quickly lead to nuclear war—appeared poised to embody the country’s desire for retaliation. For vengeance. It would play out both at home and abroad: against domestic groups like the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, and in shows of force against weaker communist governments the military would be looking to make an example out of.


And as he considered these ramifications, Thompson found himself hung up on a single word: Shitrain.


This was what he imagined. A deluge of human barbarity that would swirl and descend and dirty itself in endless succession. At last, the worst aspects of mankind were coming together to submerge the very best in us all. There was nowhere to hide, let alone run.


The unique horror of Kennedy’s death was that, at the time, it appeared to offer the ideal catalyst for national suicide. In the aftermath of such an extreme event, how long would it be until constitutional rights were suspended, journalists were silenced, individual expression was criminalized, and, in the name of safety and security, the last remnants of open political dissent were eradicated from the national stage?


Thompson had already seen it happen elsewhere. The previous year, traveling up and down South America as a stringer for the Observer, he’d written extensively on the subject in articles with titles like “Democracy Dies in Peru, but Few Seem to Mourn Its Passing,” and “It’s a Dictatorship, but Few Seem to Care to Stay and Fight.” Of late he’d begun to believe that America was much more vulnerable to fascistic, populist, militaristic forces than most of its citizens cared to think.


In this sense, Barry Goldwater wasn’t the only homegrown threat on the horizon. During the long funereal week that followed the assassination, as the major news outlets provided unverified updates that felt indistinguishable from speculation, Thompson’s thoughts turned to the prospects of another right-wing politician, a man who’d also relied on the previous decade’s climate of communist fearmongering to propel a national career.


“And now,” Thompson wrote later that week, “with a hairy animal called Nixon looming once again on the horizon, I am ready to believe that we are indeed in ‘the time of the end.’”


It was inconceivable. Only a year before, on November 7, 1962, Nixon had stood in front of reporters at the Biltmore Hotel in Los Angeles and, while ostensibly delivering a concession speech to mark the end of his failed bid for the California governorship, proceeded to openly reveal himself as the petulant, narcissistic hypocrite he’d always worked so gratuitously to hide. This speech lasted fifteen minutes: throughout it he lamented how his opponent had treated him; how biased the press coverage had been, going so far as to single out certain reporters in particular; and how, in summary, everyone had conspired to give him what he referred to as “the shaft.” It was a spectacular meltdown. Here was a politician who’d previously painted himself, in often garish strokes, as the humblest of civil servants acting solely out of love for God and country and who, in a fit of victimhood and rage, was throwing a match to all of it. “You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore,” he finally bleated, “because, gentlemen, this is my last press conference.”


But now, after the president’s murder in Dallas at the hands of a maniac communist, all bets, including those on Nixon’s future, were suddenly off. For Thompson, the very mention of the name Richard Nixon was itself a testament to the horrific ramifications of Kennedy’s death. “There is no explanation for the durability of that man,” he added. “He is like a hyena that you shoot and gut, then see a few hours later, loping along in his stinking way, oblivious to the fact that he is not only dead, but gutted as well.”


The 1964 Republican Convention was only nine months away; it would be held in San Francisco. And while Thompson had been working on a move from Colorado to California for a while, the assassination clarified the matter: the political climate was in flux, and as a West Coast journalist based in the Bay Area, he figured he’d be able to best participate in the fight that was to come. It would be an ugly, unprecedented battle, but he needed to do something. It was up to him to get closer to the action. “I don’t mind saying that my primary motive,” he explained, “is to keep that man Nixon out of the presidency.”


The tragedy provided Thompson a fresh burst of determination. For the past half decade he’d been trying to break through as a journalist and also as a fiction writer, and by twenty-six he’d already written two unpublished novels while steadily climbing the ranks as a freelancer. But neither had paid off; he knew it was finally time to make a decision.


So on that tragic long-ago Friday in November, as news reports on the radio confirmed the president’s assassination and not much else, he wrote in a letter to the novelist William Kennedy, his close friend: “Fiction is dead.” Instead, from here on out, he vowed to devote himself to journalism—his own way of influencing, however subtly, the political and cultural direction in which the country might go. “The stakes are now too high,” he added, “and the time too short.”


In the same letter he offered a personal articulation of the tragedy: “There is no human being within 500 miles to whom I can communicate anything,” he wrote, “much less the fear and loathing that is on me after today’s murder.”


Fear: for America’s core democratic values, for the safety of his family in a society that appeared to be going mad.


And Loathing: for the power-hungry figures who were willing to sacrifice the basic tenets on which the Republic was founded.


Looking back, this appears to mark his first recorded usage of that short phrase he’d make famous. It’s a striking description of the tragedy’s true shape: the absence that the murder had created in millions of individual American hearts and in the collective heart of the nation as well, a grave blow to everything the country hadn’t yet become but still someday might. What happens when an idealistic young leader is replaced by a sense of bottomless distress forged from equal parts terror and hatred?


Into the emptiness of this new space anything might flow: doom, fate, the future, or maybe Richard Milhous Nixon. Something, at any rate, was coming. And Hunter Thompson planned to be there when it finally emerged; the least he could do was document its progress.


Sunrise in Sonoma


The Thompsons moved to California three months after John F. Kennedy’s assassination. They’d hoped to leave before that, but there’d been lingering financial questions, and by the time they secured the money for a down payment and headed west, hauling a trailer across twelve hundred miles of dirty snow, it was the middle of winter, February 1964.


They made the trip in a 1959 Rambler Custom, a cream-colored sedan with brown piping and bench seats, a wedding present from Sandy’s mother. Agar, their purebred Doberman, rode along with them. Sandy was eight months pregnant. Their destination was a small town fifty miles north of San Francisco: Glen Ellen, located in the Sonoma Valley.


They’d been married for less than a year. In retrospect, their relationship at the time seemed, for all intents and purposes, healthy. They were young and intimate and, together, they’d found a path to create a life they could both share.


Sandy had just turned twenty-six. She had dark eyebrows and striking hazel eyes. Her hair was long and blond, parted down the middle. She’d been born in New York and attended Goucher College, an all-girls university in Baltimore known then for its conservative curriculum. They’d first met in 1958, on Christopher Street in Greenwich Village during the Thanksgiving holiday—at the time she was engaged to someone else—and in the years since they’d lived together in places like San Juan and Big Sur and Rio de Janeiro and Louisville.


Now, in the winter of 1964—arriving in Glen Ellen with a baby on the way—they’d arranged to rent a roomy cottage just down the road from Jack London State Park. But when they finally crossed California and pulled into this secluded valley north of the state’s famous bay, they were told, much to their disbelief, that there’d been a misunderstanding: the cottage they were to live in had, in fact, been promised to someone else.


Suddenly they had nowhere to go. The only other option was a small tin-walled structure at the top of the main property—what was, for all intents and purposes, a hillside shack—but they had no choice but to accept.


It could’ve been worse. This shack consisted of two rooms, one large and one small, along with a kitchen, and it had running water and electricity. The mattress was set up on box springs. At night Agar slept in the bed between them.


To prepare for the baby, they purchased what furniture they could afford from the local thrift shop. In the winter the valley was a vast windless depression of intermittent sunlight, the mountains holding the fog from the coast. The Valley of the Moon, Jack London had called it. Only a few of the roads were paved. The fields smelled like manure. Many of their neighbors were former Oklahomans, transplants from the Dust Bowl: a conservative population that tended to view a professional occupation like Thompson’s—writer—with suspicion.


Sandy’s water broke early on a morning in March. By the time they made it to the hospital in Santa Rosa the baby was ready. “You could’ve given birth in a field,” the doctor said afterward. It was a boy. They named him Juan Fitzgerald—for the fallen president, whose murder continued to shadow the present, and also for F. Scott, the author of The Great Gatsby, which was one of Thompson’s favorite books.


Suddenly they were a family, three humans and a bed-sleeping dog, all of them residing in the tin-walled shack. Shortly after the delivery Juan had suffered a health scare—there’d been a complication regarding blood types—but now he was gaining weight. At night he fell asleep to the sound of Hunter Thompson’s typewriter.


Years later, Sandy would reflect on these first months in Sonoma as some of the very best in her life. She was surrounded by everything in the world she loved most. It was a period of stillness and safety, the future stretching outward with the same startling clarity that marked the present.


But for Hunter Thompson, it was the opposite: the move to California was quickly evolving into one of the great crises of his young life.


In the wake of Kennedy’s death, all he could focus on were the things he hadn’t yet accomplished. Everywhere he looked he saw impediments, signs that revealed his coming failure. He didn’t have enough time or money or support to become the writer he’d spent his adult life fashioning himself into. The editors at the National Observer may have given him a lofty title but they still paid him no salary, only a fee for each article. What’s more, they kept rejecting his pitches. He wasn’t allowed to write about the free-speech movement in Berkeley, which he perceived (correctly, in retrospect) as a vibrant indicator of the upheaval to come. Three times a week he drove to the Dow Jones office in San Francisco and was shocked by the incurious nature of his colleagues. It didn’t seem to matter that he was married to a beautiful woman who loved him; that they’d had a child, a son; that by moving to Sonoma he was acting on a moral imperative, living a life he felt called to answer; or that, at last, he was supporting himself and his family as a writer.


“I am deep in the grip of a professional collapse that worries me to the extent that I cannot do any work to cure it,” he wrote in an April 7 letter. “A failure of concentration, as it were, and a consequent plunge into debt and depression.”


A week later, he was considering moving his young family to Los Angeles, or New York, even Mexico City—anywhere to escape the “deep ugly funk” he found himself in—when, on a weekday afternoon, Sandy was walking with Juan through Sonoma’s large central square when she happened to cross paths with a woman and her infant daughter.


The woman’s name was Terri Geiger; she lived nearby in a condo complex that, due to a remodeling project, was currently unoccupied. Together they started talking, and as the sun descended behind the western mountains and evening came on—as they began to realize just how much they appeared to have in common—Terri went so far as to make a spontaneous offer: what did Sandy think about bringing her family by, that night, for dinner?


A few hours later, the Thompsons arrived at the condo complex in their Rambler. They were greeted by Terri’s husband, Dr. Robert C. Geiger, a thirty-three-year-old orthopedist who’d recently opened his first family practice in Sonoma—no small feat—and who also, just that week, had published his debut novel Ask for Me Tomorrow, about a Californian surgeon preparing to ship out to South Vietnam.


Bob Geiger had been told that their guests that night included a young journalist, but he had no idea what to expect. And as Hunter Thompson emerged from the driver’s side—tall and long-limbed, his jaw sharp, his elbows bent, a jetty of hair receding above the broad high slope of his forehead—Geiger was struck by an additional detail:


Thompson exited the car slowly. A tiptoed step: he swung himself forward on his left foot, his hip revolving, a barely perceptible movement that a man of Geiger’s training could tell, after only a few strides, was the result of uneven legs—the left one nearly half an inch shorter than the right.


The two families gathered inside. After a few preliminary drinks the conversation began, and as if on cue, Bob Geiger and Hunter Thompson began discussing politics, and sports, and writing.


Both young men had qualities the other envied. Thompson was younger and had traveled all through South America, where he’d reported on government abuses and student demonstrations for a national periodical. He was making a living as a writer, if barely; he was politically savvy. Geiger, besides his medical and novelistic feats, also happened to be an amazing athlete, a college quarterback at Berkeley and for the semiprofessional Cal Ramblers.


But their first interaction wasn’t colored by envy. Instead, Geiger and Thompson stayed up together until the sun rose, long after Sandy and Juan had fallen asleep in the guest bedroom. The next morning they were still talking and drinking, even as the sky above the Valley of the Moon brightened and lifted, a valley that on certain mornings could feel as isolated as its namesake and no less beautiful, especially when the dawn struck the shadows from the mountains and the day shaped itself forward, California emerging again as if from the ocean beyond.
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After their first dinner together, as spring gave way to the dry season, the Thompsons and the Geigers found themselves spending much of their time in each other’s company.


For Sandy, this new friendship was like a ballast; now, when her husband traveled on assignment for the National Observer, she had people looking out for her and Juan—and a friend in Terri.


And for Hunter Thompson, Bob Geiger provided a fresh, careful perspective on the world around them. Throughout April and May, they’d often head over to the nearby high school in the afternoon, where they’d throw the football around. Or they might drive to the coast with Agar. At night there were family dinners, a chance to extend their ongoing conversation. They talked about political activism—about what they could do, personally, to make a difference—and for a while they genuinely considered making a trip down to Mississippi to register voters with the Freedom Riders. They also discussed the upcoming presidential contest and the differences between fiction and reporting, how Thompson might use the skills he’d developed as a novelist to liven up his articles, which would remain “true” in the sense that they accurately represented his interpretation of what had happened. Impressionistic Journalism: this was the term Thompson had begun using to describe the hybridized, dramatized nature of his writing.


They both liked to drink, especially together. For nearly a decade, ever since he was in high school, Thompson had been a functioning alcoholic. At the age of twenty-six he was still young enough to recover the next day—both physically and mentally—but the long nights of bourbon and beer inevitably took a toll. It didn’t help that his writing schedule lacked structure; he liked to work late at night, often until daybreak, all the while drinking steadily—a balance that, at certain points in the past, he’d managed to pull off surprisingly well. But in Sonoma, in the wake of such a stressful move, not to mention the arrival of his first child—as well as the budding editorial disagreement with the National Observer—he found himself writing sparingly, sleeping poorly, and drinking even more than usual. The terrifying inspiration of Kennedy’s murder was beginning to abate; instead he found himself waiting, in a state of uncertainty and dread, for the advent of the societal upheaval he’d been sure the assassination would precipitate.


Dr. Bob Geiger, for his part, seemed to possess a preternatural capacity for time management. Each morning he started things off with a five-mile run, no matter the circumstances. Afterward he’d head to his orthopedic practice or to the Santa Rosa hospital for surgery. When he wasn’t on call, he’d match Thompson drink for drink, going entire nights without sleep only to repeat his usual schedule the next day. He also wrote fiction, spent evenings with his family, played rugby for the Olympic Club in San Francisco, and found an hour or two each afternoon to throw the football around with his younger friend.


It was a contrast so stark, they both couldn’t help but notice. And that May, Dr. Bob Geiger broached the topic with Thompson. He had an idea, something he thought might help: had Hunter Thompson ever considered Dexedrine?


In 1964 this drug, a trade version of the psychostimulant amphetamine, wasn’t yet regulated as a controlled substance. Thompson had tried stimulants before—experimenting with them a year earlier, during his reporting trip to South America—but he’d never taken them regularly. What’s more, a drug with Dexedrine’s properties, mixed with salt and consumed in tablets, tended to have a much smoother action than uppers like cocaine or Benzedrine.


Geiger had been taking Dexedrine since medical school; many of his colleagues used it regularly as a secret weapon to make it through the insane schedule their profession demanded. To him, it was a safer alternative to the most popular stimulant of all—tobacco—which each year was responsible for the deaths of many thousand Americans. He understood that the drug was really a performance sustainer, a way for talented but presently overwhelmed individuals to bridge the gap between ambition and productivity. It had a tendency of mimicking sobriety: with Dexedrine, reality became less blurry and closer in proximity; all of a sudden you could differentiate among your demands and complete the most immediate task without freaking out. In this sense, the distance between you and what you wanted to accomplish was thinned of interference, which went a long way toward offsetting whatever larger issues of motivation you might be facing. You could stay engaged with the object of your focus for longer stretches.


After their discussion, Geiger wrote out a Dexedrine prescription for his new friend. And, over the course of the next ten years, Thompson would consume this drug daily, just as he did alcohol.


But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. At the time, there were immediate concerns. In fact, the start of his Dexedrine usage coincided with a longstanding obligation: his first major reporting trip since moving West, a three-week all-expenses-paid tour of Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, and the badlands of North Dakota, during which he’d be expected to produce multiple pieces for the National Observer.


His editors envisioned these articles as more sanitized versions of the dispatches he’d filed from South America the year before; they wanted him to avoid expressing his personal opinions or providing political context. And for the most part he obliged them, at least on the surface. He completed four articles during the trip, three of which would be best categorized as travelogues. But the other—“What Lured Hemingway to Ketchum?”—would push much deeper, personally and culturally, to defy the sort of easy classification his editors expected.


Ernest Hemingway had killed himself in Ketchum, Idaho, three years earlier, and Thompson arrived there with the ostensible goal of answering the question posed in the headline. But his eventual article touched on a broader theme, one that had been haunting him ever since Kennedy’s assassination.


“Like many another writer,” Thompson wrote, “Hemingway did his best work when he felt he was standing on something solid—like an Idaho mountainside, or a sense of conviction.” But what happens when the premise on which these convictions are based changes too rapidly and unpredictably? How do writers whose perspectives have been forged by their experiences within a certain time and place adjust to a new reality—to “the mean nature of a world that will not stand still long enough for them to see it clear as a whole?” In other words: how do you stay relevant when the moment in history you’re tasked with rendering is defined by a lack of clarity? “It is not just a writer’s crisis,” Thompson concluded, “but they are the most obvious victims because the function of art is supposedly to bring order out of chaos, a tall order even when the chaos is static, and a superhuman task in a time when chaos is multiplying.”


He finished the article with a haunting reference to Hemingway’s suicide, by shotgun, at the age of sixty-one—a decision, Thompson implied, that represented a final act of agency in the face of irrelevance and deterioration. After decades of hard living, Hemingway’s body and mind had broken down. In the end, his perspective on the world—that lens through which he’d so famously articulated the major events of the century—had grown too outdated and simplistic for the complex moral realities of the early 1960s. Hemingway’s suicide amounted to the saddest of epigraphs: what does it mean when the only thing you have left to express is a desire to take away your ability to say anything at all?


At one point during his trip to Ketchum, Thompson was offered the chance to tour Ernest Hemingway’s house. Afterward—after making his way through all the things Hemingway left behind, the detritus of this famous writer’s late-life and suicide—he noticed, hanging over the entrance, the bleached, perforated skull of a ten-point elk, its antlers standing against the wall like an ancient crown. In the next moment he removed this trophy, carried it to the Rambler, and, without anyone seeing, stashed it safely away.


Richard Nixon, Barry Goldwater, and the Deep Revolutions of the Soul


That July, Hunter Thompson drove down from Sonoma to San Francisco to attend his first major political event: the twenty-eighth Republican National Convention.


It was summer, dusk: above the bay the hills rose like surf, lantern-lit, as dense and cool as bottomless water. Downtown, the newest buildings crowded Union Square. On O’Farrell Street stood the twenty-story Hilton, opened only six weeks earlier. Across the harbor the ships were arriving. The sky was the same drained-out color of the bay, the ocean broken by wind. A city of Victorian mansions and midcentury skyscrapers. Freeways and cable cars and fleet, famous bridges.


Tuesday, July 14, 1964: Already the convention was in its second day, the evening schedule of speeches about to kick off. In anticipation, Hunter Thompson situated himself in the single-level bowl of the stands, the gallery section, high above the floor and the delegates there. Through the National Observer, he’d been allotted one of the 5,423 press credentials. Around him the Goldwater supporters numbered in the many thousands; they’d come to celebrate their candidate’s nomination. Most of the attendees were staying on Nob Hill, but the events were being held six miles to the south at the Cow Palace, a ten-thousand-seat hangar-shaped arena located along San Francisco’s border with Daly City.


The Cow Palace had been constructed twenty-five years earlier, during the Works Progress–era building boom, to hold national livestock conventions. It had hosted everything from circuses to welterweight title fights.


For the convention, the speaker’s stand had been erected at the southern end atop a wood-paneled façade, behind which an enormous banner read BY THE PEOPLE. OF THE PEOPLE. FOR THE PEOPLE, a penny-shaped profile of Abraham Lincoln emblazoned alongside.


The first major speech of the evening was from Dwight Eisenhower. “I’m here with great pride because I am a Republican,” the old general said. For Thompson, Ike was a lot like Hemingway: he’d been built to win the battles we were no longer interested in fighting, a relic in the truest sense. The narrative on which he defined himself had been relegated, through no fault of his own, to another era. “My deep dedication to Republicanism!” he said. Two months earlier, he had tried, along with other moderate conservatives, to steer the party away from the impending nomination of Barry Goldwater, and the majority of the crowd, made up of attendees far more radical than the old general would ever be, hadn’t forgotten.


It was an amazing sight. There at the podium, the great symbol of the American 1950s—of its conformity; its communist-baiting hysteria; its prosperity—had suddenly been transformed into irrelevance.


What’s more, this transformation had been initiated by none other than Goldwater, the silver-haired senator from Arizona—a man in his fifties who, in his black horn-rimmed glasses, looked more like the wealthy owner of a petroleum company than an agent for political change.


Goldwater had arrived in San Francisco ready to reiterate his answer to the question that, in the wake of Kennedy’s murder, would dominate the 1964 presidential election: How much risk is the United States willing to stomach, domestically and abroad? He’d won the nomination by running hard to the right. He voted no on the Civil Rights Act (despite his previous opposition to segregation). Railed against big government. Refused to denounce the John Birch Society. His foreign policy positions had become increasingly extreme, effectively channeling the desire for vengeance in the wake of Kennedy’s death. He’d threatened to invade Cuba. Called for an open confrontation with communism. And advocated, on multiple occasions—as a means to achieve their unconditional surrender—the right to launch a first-strike nuclear attack against the Soviet Union and its allies.


In the eyes of his fervent supporters he seemed to genuinely believe that to save the country you had to be willing to risk its destruction—and not by the means John Kennedy had employed during that famous October fortnight only two years earlier, with his bluffs and blockades. For Goldwater the battle was a matter of will; it could only be won by convincing your enemy of your ability to accept the unacceptable, a willingness to inflict death on a nuclear scale and also absorb its unending consequences across all strata of society. Unlike most populist leaders, Goldwater did not promise a return to an idealized past. What he offered, instead, was the transformation into something altogether new: an American resurrection. Like a minor desert prophet he burned coldly, and to his supporters in San Francisco, the extremes of their present-day—assassinations and missile crises and racial unrest—only confirmed what they’d heard him saying all along: liberty with fire.
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That night, Eisenhower’s speech was followed by one last challenge to Goldwater’s nomination: a procedural move to revise the convention platform with amendments that 1) supported civil rights, 2) disavowed the John Birch Society, and 3) clarified the chain of command on the use of nuclear weapons.


It was a gesture more than anything else—the math had been clear since the weekend—and despite a late challenge (in the form of a poorly worded letter) by Pennsylvania governor William W. Scranton, no amount of debate, however spirited, would sway the current totals. But the intended audience for this final volley wasn’t so much the Republicans at the Cow Palace as the many more watching on television.


Not that the crowd saw it this way. From the start they appeared incensed. And as multiple moderates from the East Coast Establishment took the floor to denounce the extremism of their inevitable nominee, the chorus of displeasure rose… until, during a late-night speech by Nelson D. Rockefeller—Goldwater’s main primary opponent, the governor of New York, and for the last few years the most easily identified representative of the party’s mainstream—a full-blown commotion broke out.


Hunter Thompson was still in the stands up among the Goldwater supporters when it happened. Rockefeller was announced—allotted five minutes to speak on the amendments—but before he could say a word the Cow Palace erupted. “We want Barry! We want Barry!” they shouted. They booed and howled. Like geese they were hissing wildly. It was an arena-wide outburst buttressed with innumerable noisemakers: horns, Klaxons, bells, and trumpets, all of them ringing together. From somewhere distant came the martial bang of a drum. Rockefeller tried to speak. Got drowned out. Started again. Behind his heavy glasses he seemed to be smirking. His jaw was clenched. His eyes were set in an ancient, aristocratic weariness, as if, with just a look, he could offer a gesture of such unparalleled disappointment the whole world would be bound to feel it. “We repudiate the efforts of irresponsible, extremist groups,” he intoned, “such as the communists, the Ku Klux Klan, the John Birch Society and others.”


The thousands howling refused to let up. In them Rockefeller saw a dangerous and cavalier disregard, and by the way he raised his chin you could tell he hated them for it. Of course they hated him right back. They were having fun—together they’d become overjoyed by the fact that he’d been forced, up there on that speaker’s platform, to listen.


“Our sole concern is for the future well-being of America,” he said. And: “There is no place in the Republican party for such hawkers of hate, such purveyors of prejudice.” And: “The Republican party must repudiate these people.”


In all he was interrupted twenty-two times. When an organizer reminded him that his time was almost up, he shot back, “You control the audience, and I’ll make my five minutes.” But beneath the weight of their raucous human music he’d been silenced. “This is still a free country,” he finally muttered.


At last Thompson was witnessing, firsthand, the tumult he’d been sure of ever since Kennedy’s death. The Goldwater supporters kept screeching, their horns and cowbells ringing louder than ever even as the delegates on the floor were ordered to be quiet. Like cheap plastic the arena vibrated.


Still, the convention was only halfway done. Now that such a sound had come into being it couldn’t be unmade. The Cow Palace displaced any possibility of its absence; instead, the great hangar-shaped dome of banners and blue smoke had become a portal, something into which this new expression, blaring at the same pitch of the previous year’s national lament, passed fully into being.
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 Throughout the convention, Thompson’s assignment for the National Observer was simple: they wanted him to work as a stringer, gathering reactions and quotes that his editors, who would be writing the stories, could then include in their standard who/what/when/where/why recaps. In a role like this access is key. And after finding himself confined for the most part to the gallery section during the first two days, he decided to take the matter into his own hands. It happened that a friend of his at the time, T. Floyd Smith, was working for the Pinkerton Agency, a private firm the Republicans hired to provide security. Smith had a badge that granted complete access, and when Thompson explained his desire to get closer to the action, he shrugged and said, “Take my credentials. I can go anywhere I want.”


Suddenly, for Hunter Thompson, the entire arena—a labyrinthine facility of obscure tunnels and observation decks and innumerable small rooms smelling like cigars and vodka and dour, sweaty men—was open.


Throughout Wednesday and early Thursday he roamed the grounds as if to map them out. Around each new corner there existed the promise of another enthralling glimpse into the nation’s political mechanics, that process through which we provide a single American with the power to instantly end all our lives. He found himself in numerous caucus rooms that would’ve otherwise been off-limits to the press—control centers for the Goldwater campaign and for politicians like Maine senator Margaret Chase Smith, the first woman to be put up for nomination for president at a Republican or Democratic convention. At VIP outposts for corporations and lobbyists he ate and drank all he wanted for free. Of course he’d dressed for the part, in the sort of sport coat you’d find on a young congressional aide. He was clean-shaven. Wearing wingtips. Still he was uncomfortable, trying to fit in.


At one point he made his way to the very top of the Cow Palace, where skyboxes had been constructed to accommodate members of the television networks. It was from these precipitous sets that the notable anchors—Chet Huntley and David Brinkley at NBC, Walter Cronkite at CBS—hosted their nightly shows. For Thompson the contrast was astonishing. Huntley and Brinkley relied on an enormous staff of editors and experts to select the stories they hoped their audience would find the most interesting, while Walter Cronkite, suspended like an old philosopher king in his perch high above the arena, did all that work himself: for hours he turned his attention to a chorus of closed-circuit television monitors, contemplating the convention from a dizzying degree of physical and perceptual distance.


Thompson stayed up all night Wednesday in San Francisco, returning to the Cow Palace early Thursday afternoon for what would be the convention’s main event. By this point he’d been taking Dexedrine regularly for two months. Already it appeared to be helping professionally. Amphetamine, in its effects, allowed him to stay awake longer than everyone else, with energy and focus, a supplement to the convention’s frenetic environment. Suddenly he could work harder than he had before, even as normal regulators like exhaustion and hunger blared terribly. He could drink with important people and remain more functionally sober than all of them. He could explore every inch of the 1964 Republican National Convention with such cartographical thoroughness that it was as if his goal all along had been to record its exact shape for a generation of people he knew he’d never meet.


That Thursday evening, Barry Goldwater was scheduled to close out the festivities with his highly anticipated acceptance speech. What’s more, he’d be introduced by none other than the former vice president of the United States, Richard Milhous Nixon, who’d returned from a short stint in the wilderness to put on his best face at this already contentious convention.


Thompson was down on the floor among the 1,308 delegates when Nixon emerged. It was the first time the two of them had been in the same room together—only a few dozen feet apart. In 1964 Richard Nixon looked like a branch-level bank president who very much enjoyed telling people that they’d failed to qualify for a loan. He was fifty-one years old. From his speaker’s perch on the Cow Palace floor he gripped the podium tightly. His hair was oily and black, receding behind an evenly balanced widow’s peak. He was wearing a slim navy tie to match his suit. His shirt was powder blue. His eyes flashed intelligently between the delegates below and the many thousands in the bleachers beyond. He was, and this can’t be overstated, perfectly at ease, playing his favorite role of all: that of a humble, self-sacrificing idealist.


“Now I’m just a simple soldier in the ranks,” he said, smiling. Thompson knew the act; it was the same hokey shtick that Nixon had been using for years, most notably during his 1952 “Checkers” speech: I’m just the hardworking son of a poor butcher, he liked to imply. A diligent, self-effacing Californian Quaker. The exact opposite of those East Coast Rockefeller elites.


The audience ate it up. For Thompson it had to be uncanny. To watch Richard Nixon live for the first time was to witness his one true talent: the ability to convince people who knew he was lying that they should trust him anyway. It’s what made him such a resilient candidate; he could position himself for a future run by claiming to desire the exact opposite. He concluded his speech by gesturing theatrically. “Down this corridor will walk a man into the pages of history,” he said. “He is the man who earned and proudly carries the title of Mr. Conservative, and he is the man who after the greatest campaign in history will be Mr. President. Barry Goldwater!”


And at that moment, as the silver-haired senator from Arizona strode forth to accept his party’s nomination—as the band struck up “Glory, Glory Hallelujah” and the balloons came cascading down, thousands of them, many exploding loudly upon contact with the burning tips of equally numerous cigarettes—these two very different political animals basked at the podium together, hand in hand.


“I’d like to thank my good friend Dick Nixon,” Goldwater said. He slid on his bulky reading glasses. And for the next forty minutes, in a calm, deliberate tone, he proceeded to enumerate the specifics of an ideology that to Thompson bordered on the apocalyptic.


The speech was heavy on terms like “liberty” and “law and order” and “security” that alluded to his most controversial positions without stating them directly. Halfway through, he seemed to throw a jab in Nixon’s direction. “Small men,” he said, “seeking great wealth and power, have too often and too long turned even the highest levels of public service into mere personal opportunity.”


But the real surprise came just as his speech appeared to be winding down. Goldwater, after a brief silence, glanced at the podium, his jaw jutting sharply. Then, gazing out at the delegates below, he said, pausing every couple of words, “I would remind you… that extremism… in defense of liberty… is no vice.”


In the next instant the Cow Palace erupted. Shouts, whistles, applause, cheers, also the horns and drums—at first it seemed to be the same sound as before. But after a few seconds Thompson noticed a new component. All around him, the delegates were jostling. Writhing. They banged their bodies against their chairs, their chairs against the floor, and now the floor was rumbling against their countless stomping feet.


Goldwater paused to let them have at it. “Thank you, thank you,” he mouthed at the microphone. He waved. Still the sound kept rising. Thompson felt terrified. There was no mistaking it: the delegates around him were screaming and pounding violently. And amid them he was the only person not doing the same. How long until they turned their fervor in his direction—and what happened then?


Finally Goldwater resumed. He offered a companion line—“moderation in pursuit of justice is no virtue”—and as the crowd echoed and reverberated and subsided, he finished his acceptance speech for the Republican nomination, and with it this bewildering national convention.


Afterward, exhausted and frightened, Thompson left the Cow Palace along with the thousands of other attendees and, skirting the civil rights protestors who’d been camped out in the parking lot for days, he crossed the six miles back to downtown San Francisco. His Dexedrine usage had caught up with him; he’d pushed too hard for too long. Soon enough the crash would come; already he’d descended into a state of such exhaustion he’d be given a reprimand, the next day, from his editors at the Observer.


Still, the atavism of that moment on the floor—Goldwater’s claim and the thunder that erupted, its sinister appeal—would haunt him. Four months later he’d write in a letter to a friend: “I recall standing on the floor of the convention when GW made his acceptance speech, and actually feeling afraid because I was the only person not clapping and shouting. And I was thinking, God damn you Nazi bastards I really hope you win it, because letting your kind of human garbage flood the system is about the only way to really clean it out.”


In retrospect, he couldn’t have asked for a more poignant contrast of political identities, especially in the wake of Kennedy’s assassination. With Barry Goldwater, you knew what you were going up against: a true believer. When he suggested that to save the country you had to be willing to risk its destruction you immediately understood that he was speaking with a sort of compassion, however demented. With every bone in his body he seemed to say: If it’s liberty through fire you’re looking for, then rest assured: I will be the first to burn. A sentiment you can’t fake. And the delegates that night, hearing it distilled in the line about extremism, had responded with their collective version of the same profound sincerity. Someone like Goldwater might have been espousing a dangerous ideology, but beneath it all was a consistency that hinted at something more: at promises kept, at a mutual and ancient devotion we might call, for lack of a better word, love.


Richard Milhous Nixon would never be loved like that. He’d always be incapable of eliciting the sincerity that Goldwater’s supporters had expressed, due in no small part to the simple fact that he lacked this exact trait from the start. Then again, a politician of Nixon’s emptiness—able to change his character to match whatever the electorate appeared to want—had a much better chance of appealing to a majority of Americans than a sincere extremist like Goldwater.


Thompson knew all this already, but to see it play out in person, from only a few feet away, was to be offered a glimpse into what it was that made a man like Richard Nixon so particularly evil: an innate and sinister talent for deception that the American electorate, when presented over and over again with its unabashed used-car-salesman tenor, somehow kept mistaking for an entirely different trait—ambition.


In Trust


A few weeks after the convention, Hunter Thompson was spending the evening at his small residence in Glen Ellen with Sandy and Juan and the Geiger family, who’d come by for dinner and drinks. Much later that night, with their wives and children asleep, Thompson and Geiger found themselves walking together along the dry dark hillside. It was just past 4:00 a.m. First light was only an hour or so off, something they no doubt enjoyed waiting for—talking, as usual, about all that’d recently happened. Geiger had meant to join Thompson at the Cow Palace for the Nixon/Goldwater speeches, but before the event he’d been at an Italian restaurant in the city when the waiter said he had a phone call. It was his answering service; there’d been a terrible car crash in Sonoma, and he was needed in surgery immediately.


Thompson had come away from the convention in a particular bind. Finally he’d seen, up close, the first act in the drama he’d been sure was coming. But as a writer for the Observer, he’d never be able to express his perspective on it through a literary lens—as impressionistic journalism. Other writers, like Joan Didion and Norman Mailer, were experimenting formally, but Thompson lacked the fame and experience to land the high-paying, feature-length assignments that would allow the artistic leeway he was searching for.


Mailer’s stylistic approach served as a blueprint. Like Thompson, the famous fiction writer had also been there at the Cow Palace. On Thursday he’d bribed a guard to get down on the floor for Goldwater’s speech—and his subsequent essay for Esquire, “In the Red Light,” would encapsulate the sort of participatory experience Thompson wanted to convey. Mailer had exited the convention with the thousands of other attendees feeling the same despair that haunted Thompson: “And so their sense of crisis opens and they know like me that America has come to a point from which she will never return. The wars are coming and the deep revolutions of the soul.”


That summer, Thompson began looking for a different employment venue, querying magazines like The New Republic and The Nation. He was also considering a move to San Francisco: he and Sandy and Juan would have less space and tranquility there, but he’d be able to react quickly to the Bay Area’s fast-moving political and cultural developments. The day before the convention, forty thousand people had marched from the Embarcadero to the civic center, the largest civil rights protest in the city’s history. At Berkeley the free-speech movement was taking off. The region itself was transitioning from its Beat-centered counterculture to something new and more overt—something that seemed be as much about personal expression as political act—and Thompson felt the need to be closer to it all.


Bob Geiger had gone to medical school in the Haight-Ashbury district, one of the neighborhoods Thompson was considering, and it’s fair to speculate that at some point during their predawn walk along that Glen Ellen hillside a few weeks after the convention, the topic of moving to San Francisco would’ve naturally come up. Though what happened next would, in retrospect, hasten the whole process.


Just before sunrise Thompson and Geiger noticed some gophers out beyond the shack. At first light the small, surreptitious animals were perching at their holes.


These gophers had been burrowing through the lawn at the front of the property, wrecking it, and Thompson and Geiger saw their appearance, now, as fortuitous. They went and got Thompson’s shotgun. Together they crept toward the lawn. Without hesitation they fired volley after volley at their targets, which fled deep into the hill at the first deafening crack. Still they kept shooting, taking turns. At that moment it felt like a perfectly reasonable thing to do.


Suddenly they heard the shouts. The woman who owned the property was running at them. She was livid. Her home abutted the lawn the gophers had taken up residence in. To her it didn’t matter why they’d been doing what they were doing. They’d fired on her house! She wanted Thompson and his family gone—immediately.


So that day, after being awake all night, Geiger helped Thompson move his small cache of possessions out of the tin-walled shack and into the empty condo complex where he was still housesitting. In his three-bedroom place there was more than enough room for the Thompson family. It was a natural decision: in retrospect he felt responsible for what had happened—at least in part—and besides, it would only be for the short term, until the coming move to San Francisco.


Still, it was the sort of gesture on which your entire future can depend—one that Bob Geiger made without hesitating, and one that Hunter Thompson accepted immediately. After all, he and Sandy and Juan and Agar had nowhere else to go.
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 For the next month the Geigers and Thompsons lived together as if on some long-planned vacation. It was August, hot. Sandy and Juan spent the days by the pool. A month of dinners and drinks, swimming and sunlight: by all accounts it was an easy-going accommodation, another miraculous moment in the Thompsons’ brief Sonoma tenure.


Hunter Thompson had just turned twenty-seven. At the condo complex he continued to write at night. Sometimes Bob Geiger would stay up late, too, but he still needed to practice medicine in the morning.


By the end of the summer the Thompsons had found an apartment in San Francisco—on Parnassus Avenue, at the very top of the Haight-Ashbury district—and on a blue morning in September, Geiger rented a trailer to help his younger friend make the move.


It’d been nearly ten months since Kennedy’s assassination, a period in which not much had actually changed despite the fact that nothing would be the same again. It now appeared that Barry Goldwater would lose to Lyndon Johnson by a significant margin. At the convention in July the Republican moderates had offered a test run of the strategy the Democrats would light upon in the general election, one that focused on Goldwater’s hawkish approach to foreign policy and could be summed up by the attack slogan: “In your heart, you know he might.” The majority of the country, it turned out, wasn’t willing to stomach the prolonged threat of another nuclear crisis. It had already happened once, only two years earlier, when their young leader had stared down the Russians and the Cubans and his own military all at once, and improbably things had worked out—America had won. And the majority of voters in the upcoming election appreciated their winnings; they weren’t about to risk their lives and double-down now, no matter how direly the Republican challenger might render the coming conflict between democracy and communism. Instead, in November, Americans would choose Johnson, a leader as perfunctory and shrewd as an ancient Roman censor, over some radical from the West. To Thompson neither was very appealing, but for the time at least, LBJ appeared to be the less-apocalyptic option.


That afternoon in September, the Rambler wasn’t starting, so they attached the moving trailer to Geiger’s car. They took off on the hour-long trip from Sonoma to the city. Soon they were crossing the Golden Gate. The new apartment on Parnassus Street actually had a view of the famous bridge; from the rear window you could see its heights, a pair of arches crowning the hills like the masts of an impossible ship.


The move Thompson was making would, in retrospect, represent one of the great transitions in his life. The first had occurred more than a decade earlier, in his hometown of Louisville, when, just before his fifteenth birthday, he watched his father die of a short, debilitating illness, leaving his mother to somehow support her three sons. The next took place in June 1955: accused of a robbery he never committed, he spent thirty days in the Jefferson County Jail—“The police lie,” he wrote in one of his many letters to his mother, “injustice is rampant”—and immediately afterward he left town for good to join the Air Force, where he’d flourish as a sportswriter for the Armed Forces journalistic network. And then there’d been his reporting trip through South America, the final portion of which Sandy had flown down to join him on; they were married the month they came back to the United States, in May 1963, and that summer they’d set out for a life together in the West—for Colorado and California and whatever might come next.


Now this. The Golden Gate. The city beyond. In the blue deck of sunlight down beneath the bridge’s span the water slid past. They were approaching San Francisco in September. Ahead of them, the streets climbed the hills, blocking the sky.


Thompson turned to Bob Geiger and said, “You know I wouldn’t have made it without you. I feel like I’ve been put in trust.”















CHAPTER TWO
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THAT AWFUL EVIL HEAVY PACIFIC FOG


1965–1966
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Down and Out in San Francisco


It was just before midnight on Thursday, March 25, 1965, when Hunter S. Thompson stepped through the entrance to the DePau Hotel bar, located on Evans Avenue near the border to Hunters Point, a slim, worn-out lattice of auto shops and shipping cranes set along the southernmost stretch of San Francisco’s rocky bayshore.


The sky was wet, fog-blurred. The water from the nearby pier smelled like machine oil. The streets were muted, lit as if from within by the city’s lamps. Suddenly Thompson hesitated. In the next moment he took off his blazer, a Palm Beach madras that, with its tropical stripes, resembled nothing so much as a garishly patterned Scottish kilt. Briefly he considered shedding his tie, too, but he realized it wouldn’t do much good—he was also wearing slacks and wingtips—and aside from driving the six or so miles back to his apartment and changing into jeans, there wasn’t much he could do.


Inside, members of the Hell’s Angels motorcycle gang’s local chapter were gathering for their weekly meeting. At his arrival they all continued to do what they’d been doing—shooting pool, waiting on drinks—but with an air of menace that amplified the attention of the room in Thompson’s direction.


He bought a glass of beer and sat back. His contact on this evening was Frenchy, a slight, delicately boned Angel in his twenties who was currently playing pool and had yet to acknowledge Thompson’s arrival.


Hunter Thompson was here to write a feature on the motorcyclists for The Nation, for which he’d be paid $100—not nearly enough, in his opinion, but then again, these were desperate times. A few months earlier, his long-simmering conflict with the editors at the National Observer had finally boiled over, and long story short, he’d given up his position there—a more drastic development than he’d anticipated. As of yet a steady reporting job hadn’t materialized. Already he’d borrowed money from Bob Geiger and other friends to cover his rent. As a result, the political passions that motivated him for much of the past year had been thrown in stark relief by the more immediate crisis of providing for his wife and son. In this sense, the feature he’d arrived at this bar to compose represented a new crisis point in his journalistic career; if it didn’t work out he’d need to consider giving up reporting altogether and find another way to support his family.


The Nation feature wasn’t actually Thompson’s idea. He’d been hoping to write a more overtly political piece about Mario Savio and the student protests across the Bay at Berkeley, but a week earlier Carey McWilliams, the magazine’s prestigious editor, had sent him a query on the Hell’s Angels, along with a long-awaited report on the gang compiled by California’s attorney general Thomas C. Lynch. And now, thanks to a well-connected friend at the San Francisco Chronicle—the crime writer Birney Jarvis, who’d once been the vice president of this very Angels’ chapter—Thompson was put in touch with the birdlike Frenchy and granted permission to attend the current gathering at the DePau.


For the time being, at least. Thompson hung back at the bar and watched as more Angels showed up. Finally Frenchy finished his pool game; he sunk his shot, walked over to Thompson, and said, “What do you want to know?”


For much of the next hour, Thompson asked Frenchy every question he could. About the gang’s insignia, a winged death’s-head set against dark denim. About their stinking, soiled outfits. About their personal backgrounds. About their resentments and expectations. About their day-to-day realities. And most of all, about the recent exposure they’d received in the national media—in articles from Newsweek and Time published just that week—most of which, because the reporting had lacked any real firsthand knowledge, relied exclusively on the testimony of law enforcement to paint the Angels in a cartoonish light: that of marauders looking to steal and rape and murder and then move on to the next town they could find.


But is this true? Thompson wanted to know. More specifically: How has the press gotten things wrong? Finally he asked Frenchy, “Has this rash of publicity affected your day-to-day activities?”


“Oh I don’t know,” the delicate young Angel replied. “Of course I don’t like to read all this bullshit because it brings the heat down on us.” He flashed a melancholic smile and added, “But since we got famous we’ve had more rich fags and sex-hungry women come looking for us than we ever had before. Hell, these days we got more action than we can handle.”


Finally it was time for the chapter meeting. Once again Thompson slunk against the bar. Soon the conversation turned to the unexpected presence of the journalist in their midst.


“Who is this big cat?” one of the Angels demanded.


Another: “A fucking reporter?”


Another: “Beat his ass!”


Thompson stepped forward. Everyone at the meeting was about his age: young men who’d spent the day working at Frenchy’s transmission shop and at the General Motors assembly line across the Bay—people who Hunter Thompson, a Louisville native without a college degree and with his own teenage history of jail time, no doubt understood more keenly than he would a roomful of, say, Princeton graduates. Crazies recognize each other, he reminded himself.


“Look,” he said to everyone. “You guys don’t know me and I don’t know you.” He told the Angels that he’d heard some wild things and that his goal, without any hidden agenda, was to separate fact from fiction. “I’m here to get the real picture,” he explained. “I will do you the ultimate favor. I’ll tell the American people the truth about you. Everything out there now is terrible.” And as if on cue, he produced the recent articles from Newsweek and Time. “This is what happens when a lazy reporter does an article on rough and ready types like you guys.”


As the Angels looked over this evidence he added a few additional comments about the function of the “outlaw press”—with which he aligned himself and The Nation—and about how, all things considered, they should keep in mind that he planned to write the article anyway… so they might as well cooperate.


This last point seemed to hit home—especially in the context of the current press clippings he’d passed around. “I’d go nuts if I read that stuff all the time,” one of the Angels said. “It’s all bullshit.”


Thompson concluded his pitch on a spontaneous note: anyone who doubted his intentions was welcome to come back to his apartment, on Parnassus, for an all-night drinking bout. In the end five of the Angels accepted his offer. And when the bar closed at 2:00 a.m. they followed him on their motorcycles up across the city’s hilly spine—all the way to the top of the Haight, 319 Parnassus. He arrived ahead of them and, darting inside, quickly explained the situation to Sandy. She knew he’d spent the evening reporting on the meeting, but it’s fair to say that nothing could’ve prepared her for the arrival of half the San Francisco chapter of the notorious gang at her doorstep.


Thompson tried to calm her. Inside Juan was asleep. About the gang she’d heard horrible things. But perhaps she also understood, at least on some level, that among the many journalistic skills her husband had spent the last half decade developing, one of the most unheralded was his ability to identify threats during a crisis, especially when it came to the safety of his family and friends; in social environments he had the uncanny ability to notice everything—including the potential for violence. Really, he was asking her to trust him.


In the next moment Thompson moved past Sandy and grabbed the shotgun he kept in their apartment closet. From the front steps he waved the gun at the Angels, who were standing on the curb below, and shouted, “I’m not much for fist-fighting. I prefer to settle my beefs with a double-barreled 12-gauge shotgun.”


This didn’t do much to calm Sandy. But for his guests it seemed to make a certain kind of sense: already Thompson knew that the most dangerous thing about the Hell’s Angels was their preference for total retaliation, meeting any perceived attack with over-the-top violence. By taking out the gun he’d raised the stakes as high as they could go. It was mutually assured destruction.


In the next moment the five Hell’s Angels entered his apartment. There was Frenchy, his main contact; Filthy Phil, a former president of the San Francisco chapter who weighed over three hundred pounds; Okie Ray, a well-known burglar sporting a single gold earring and blond, Edwardian mustache; also a young man nicknamed Puff and another called Crazy Rock, who worked as a janitor at the newly opened Hilton. After a few tense moments they all settled into Thompson’s chairs and couch.


Sandy retreated to the bedroom where Juan was sleeping and tried her best to go back to bed. Their apartment was long and slim. The fireplace, which no longer worked, was filled with crushed-up cans. Above it on the wall Hunter Thompson had hung a quote by Samuel Johnson, one of his favorites: “HE WHO MAKES A BEAST OF HIMSELF GETS RID OF THE PAIN OF BEING A MAN.” Thompson put a record on the stereo: The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan. The Angels helped themselves to his alcohol: a case of beer and a gallon of cheap wine. And after a while they all found themselves talking easily together: Thompson’s journalistic probing was matched, he began to realize, by a natural curiosity on the part of his guests. Where did you get this amazing music? they all wanted to know.


Frenchy happened to be a crack guitar player and banjoist—his young wife was a serious fan of American folk music—and listening to Dylan’s album for the first time, he was struck by the elegiac ballads, by the tone of resentment and bewilderment and loss.


Together they listened to the lyrics of “Blowin’ in the Wind.” “Masters of War.” “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.” “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right.” “Talkin’ World War III Blues.” And “I Shall Be Free.” It appeared that Thompson’s impromptu late-night gesture—the invitation into his home, where his wife and one-year-old were sleeping in the room beyond—had disarmed them.


These members of the Hell’s Angels would remain in Thompson’s apartment drinking and talking and listening to Bob Dylan until dawn. In the bedroom Juan was still asleep. Sandy dozed, terrified; at 8:00 a.m. she needed to head downtown for her four-hour shift at a realtor’s office—the family’s main source of income these past few months—and the five bikers departed just as she was getting ready to leave.


Thompson spoke with her on her way out the door. Nothing terrible had happened, as he’d promised, and all in all he’d come away with the opportunity to tell a story no one else could write. It was the sort of breakthrough an actor might hope for, or a politician: the chance to stand apart from the pack. This also meant it could be a monetary breakthrough: if he nailed the feature there’d be the chance of jumping a whole journalistic income level, to that of, say, the Saturday Evening Post—an exponential raise.


Did Sandy understand? In the context of their recent financial crisis, perhaps the better question would be whether or not she’d consider a night like this—one populated by the most notoriously violent gang members in all of California—worth it. Would she still be able to convince herself, after the fact, that the terror she and her family had just endured was a necessary step on the path to making their life better?


Once she left for work Hunter Thompson sat down at his typewriter. Alone with his sleeping son, he felt exhilarated. Dawn in San Francisco: a fine curtain of coastal rain was drawing east. Already the day was as low and white-capped as the ocean beyond. The Dexedrine Thompson took was still working on him, and he spent the next few hours writing letters to friends on the East Coast: in a harried salesman’s prose he articulated why the night he’d just experienced was so distinctly lucrative.


Though in truth there was much more at stake than money. The people he’d just met—young men who listened thoughtfully to Bob Dylan and at the same time portrayed themselves, physically and culturally, as adherents to a perverse system of violent retaliation—were so deeply contradictory that he could never have made them up.
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The March 1965 California attorney general’s report on the Hell’s Angels—fifteen pages of anecdotes, statistics, and recommendations—had been compiled over the previous six months by Thomas Lynch at the behest of a state senator from Carmel, a certain Frederick F. Farr, who’d pushed for a broader investigation into the Angels in the wake of a recent rape allegation filed against five of the gang’s members in Monterey.


The final draft was overtly sensational. In lurid detail it specified nearly twenty crimes committed by the motorcycle group while implying that the real number was many times that. It’s not that these accusations were unfounded—violence and assault were synonymous with the Angels for a reason—but after the Lynch report was released, national media outlets lit upon the salacious narrative to construct their own lurid full-length features. How could they not? Nothing moves the presses like a tale of indiscriminate Old West–style lawlessness.


The goal of Thompson’s feature for The Nation was to separate the one-sided sensationalism of the attorney general’s report—and the wave of cultural panic it set in motion—from the reality of the gang itself: who are these young men and, more importantly, why are they like this?


That March, during the week that followed the improbable all-night drinking bout at his Parnassus apartment, he did his best to immerse himself in the complex world of the Hell’s Angels. Frenchy took him across the bay to the El Adobe, a bar that the Oakland chapter used as its headquarters, and set up an introduction with Ralph “Sonny” Barger Jr., the gang’s intelligent, charismatic, ruthless president. Barger, a year younger than Thompson, had recently gotten out of the Santa Rita Rehabilitation Center after serving time for marijuana possession. Unlike most of the Angels, he had a keen understanding of image control and politics, and while his own beliefs on government were surprisingly conventional—he harbored the sort of anticommunist patriotism with unapologetic nationalist leanings you’d just as soon find at a local Elks Lodge or VFW bar—his canniness was unnerving. In the wake of their meeting Thompson would write about Barger: “By turns he is a fanatic, a philosopher, a brawler, a shrewd compromiser and a final arbiter.” On the whole Thompson seemed to find the week of participatory research—in its confirmations and contradictions and further demystifications—as intriguing as that first night in the Angels’ company.


The final draft of his article for The Nation would clock in at just over four thousand words. In it he picked apart the faulty methodology and wildly overestimated membership statistics the attorney general’s report had relied on. His conclusion: “The difference between the Hell’s Angels in the paper and the Hell’s Angels for real is enough to make a man wonder what newsprint is for.”


Which isn’t to say he dismissed the gang as harmless or nonexistent or culturally irrelevant. He emphasized the concept of “total retaliation for any offense or insult”—in his opinion the gang’s central attribute. “The Hell’s Angels try not to do anything halfway,” he wrote. “Their claim that they ‘don’t start trouble’ is probably true more often than not, but their idea of ‘provocation’ is dangerously broad, and their biggest problem is that nobody else seems to understand it. Even dealing with them personally, on the friendliest terms, you can sense their hair-trigger readiness to retaliate.”


In the end Thompson sought to portray the Angels within a wider postwar context: how their sudden popularity was really just another manifestation of what happens when a nation like America limits economic and cultural mobility for entire groups of people; and also how, when said groups happen to be made up of formerly privileged individuals—white men without college degrees who only two decades earlier, during the wartime manufacturing boom, could’ve made a decent living on the unskilled labor market—the response is especially troubling.


He went so far as to characterize the Hell’s Angels as representative of a disturbing trend: their outrageous behavior gave voice to a growing contingent of American society that now felt obsolete.




 Their real motivation is an instinctive certainty as to what the score really is. They are out of the ball game and they know it—and that is their meaning; for unlike most losers in today’s society, the Hell’s Angels not only know but spitefully proclaim exactly where they stand… [They] mean only to defy the world’s machinery. But instead of losing quietly, one by one, they have banded together with a mindless kind of loyalty and moved outside the framework, for good or ill. There is nothing particularly romantic or admirable about it; that’s just the way it is, strength in unity. They don’t mind telling you that running fast and loud on their customized Harley 74s gives them a power and a purpose that nothing else seems to offer.
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Thompson sent a final draft of his Nation feature to Carey McWilliams on April 9. It was scheduled for a mid-May publication. With the $100 fee he paid off a month’s worth of rent. Still, money was desperate. Their phone went dead after he repeatedly failed to pay the bill. He had to pawn his most valuable commodities—shotgun and camera. Each day he wrote on a typewriter that was unpredictable and slow, its margins off, but of course he couldn’t afford another. And faced with the very real threat of eviction from his landlord—after months of overdue notices and noise complaints——he was forced to give away Agar, the family’s beloved Doberman, to a game warden in Sonoma County.


Things got so bad by the end of April that, each morning before dawn—after having been awake all night trying to write—he headed out to the docks with the longshoremen in search of work. But among so many regulars he was a stranger; the old dock bosses never selected him. Next he tried delivering periodicals; at four in the morning he joined the crowd of alcoholics at Fifth Street and Folsom for the chance to hand out circulars at a dollar an hour. Only a few were ever chosen, and each time the truck pulled up he was passed over, despite being the youngest and healthiest person out there on the curb.


To date his income from the year totaled just under $500. Without Sandy’s part-time job they would’ve lost the apartment. That spring, their first in San Francisco, the city was cold and sodden, blanketed by a senseless fog that never seemed to reach the more temperate coastal valleys. They still saw the Geigers, but the daily support from the year before was gone. Thompson continued his vampiric schedule—drinking until dawn and taking Dexedrine before finally giving up on his writing to wander the city in search of work—which only seemed to exacerbate his feelings of bleakness. He was desperately trying to finish his next Nation article and collect another $100 fee—this time on the free-speech movement at Berkeley.


It was the very article he’d been prevented from writing at the National Observer, an overtly political work that demanded both reportorial expertise and personal insight: into the movement itself, its drawbacks and strengths, and into the broader flaws of the society such a movement sought to critique. Really, his budding relationship with The Nation represented another long-sought step in the right direction.


But at the time, as he waited for the Hell’s Angels article to come out, he felt the opposite. “I seem to be doing everything humanly possible to finish myself with booze and general physical abuse, pills, no sleep, etc.,” he wrote to a friend in an April 18 letter. “The truth is, I’m in a perpetually rotten mood and rubbed raw each day by new lashings of bullshit… I think there is a terrible angst on the land, a sense that something ugly is about to happen, an hour-to-hour feeling of nervous anticipation. Whether it’s the Bomb or a simple beating, you never know.”


San Francisco, slow as always to emerge from its annual stretch of winter-in-springtime weather, only served to amplify his despair. He had felt something similar, half a decade earlier, during his first visit to the Bay Area. “City of hills and fog and water,” he wrote in “Down and Out in San Francisco,” an unpublished essay from October 1960. “City of no jobs… City of newspapers for Nixon… of neon bars and apartments full of people who can’t pay rent or phone bills… where you can drink all night and jump off the bridge to beat a hangover.” In a letter to Sandy composed that same month he added, “I understand the Golden Gate suicides… The city is merely an extension of Alcatraz, once you get here there’s nowhere to go except backward, and the kind of people who flee to San Francisco don’t have the guts or the time to start over.”


And now, five years later, despite his modest but hard-won successes—not to mention a son and wife who depended on him—this desire for escape was building again. “I think that’s the way to go out,” he wrote in a letter to another friend on May 3, 1965—two weeks to the day before The Nation feature was slated to be published—“running the Big Sur highway on a big cycle with no lights and keep turning it over until the engine goes off in a wild scream and on one of the curves you keep going straight over, then turn on the headlight for the surf, and hold tight.” In the next paragraph he seemed to echo his darkly perceptive assessment of Hemingway’s suicide: “I don’t claim to be invulnerable, but the one thing I insist on is that I can’t be croaked except when I give the word.”


Through the windows of his apartment on Parnassus there’d be one detail that the fog and rain could never completely obscure: the city’s famous bridge. At all hours the red lights of the twin summits flashed, insinuating the presence of its span against the deep swift channel below, across which the boats progressed endlessly, as if on rails, their horns sounding at the transition from ocean to bay. Each night Thompson took in this view; he sat at his writing desk and looked out in the direction of the Pacific, a black-velvet amphitheater of ocean and unseen hills fluted by the slimmest passageway. In this sense the bridge was the city, its shape: both doorway and exit. And wherever Hunter Thompson drove that spring—in search of predawn work at the docks, or south of Market Street to pass out circulars, or across the Bay itself, to Sausalito and Berkeley and Oakland beyond—the Golden Gate would’ve been there, too, disappearing one moment behind avenues and buildings before rematerializing the next.


On a weekend in May, at an hour that was probably closer to dawn than midnight, Thompson was driving near the base of one of San Francisco’s many bridges when he suddenly lost control of his car. Later he’d claim he passed out at the wheel. Either way, he veered into an abutment at 70 mph and was thrown into a spin. In the next instant he somehow recovered, righting himself before he could crash into anything else. The side of the Rambler was scraped and dented. Miraculously, the car still worked. And he was lucky to be alive. Afterward he found himself overcome by a sensation of what might be best described as grace: an enormous rush of gratitude to not be dead. It was an outcome so providential as to be without question unearned. A gift.


During the weeks that followed Thompson was terrified to drive. He couldn’t look at the violence done to the Rambler without contemplating the reality that, for the briefest of instants, he’d come breathtakingly close to being crushed and killed and removed once and for all from the only world he’d ever known.
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“The Motorcycle Gangs: Losers and Outsiders” appeared in the May 17 issue of The Nation. At the time Thompson’s phone was still disconnected—he hadn’t yet paid the bill—and the only way to keep in touch with the outside world was through the postal service. So each afternoon he dragged himself down the steps of 318 Parnassus to the cramped ground-level entryway, where the mail, stuffed through a slim golden slot in the door, was piled haphazardly on the tile. He’d been banking on an immediate response, hoping, ideally, for inquiries from editors at high-paying magazines. And in the days that followed the article’s release, he descended the narrow stairway to discover—amazingly—queries from Playboy, Cavalier, Esquire, and the Saturday Evening Post. They all wanted him to write something on motorcycle gangs. Each offered many times more money than The Nation.


The avalanche of interest didn’t stop there. More people than he could’ve imagined had read his article on the Hell’s Angels, and during those last two weeks of May, the floor of his Parnassus entryway was also flooded with long, complimentary notes from New York publishers: what did he think about turning his recent feature into a book?


By June he’d whittled down the field to a pair of options. The first came from Angus Cameron, a renowned fifty-six-year-old editor who, during the hysteria of the previous decade, had been accused of communist affiliations by the Pulitzer-winning author Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and blacklisted from the book publishing world—a sentence that had lasted until 1959, when he was brought back into the fold with a senior position at Alfred A. Knopf. In a June 7 letter to Thompson he wrote, “I was struck by the fact that there [are] all kinds of people ‘out of the ball game’ these days, and wondered if you ever thought of extending your analysis of the motorcycle version to a broader book dealing with various alienated losers and outsiders.” Eventually he asked to see an outline, adding: “I think you look at things in a way that would interest people and you write well—and ironically.”


The second appealing query came from Bernard Shir-Cliff, an executive editor at Ballantine Books, who had come across Thompson’s feature and was blown away by the honesty, liveliness, and intimacy of the writing—so much so that he bypassed the issue of requesting a formal book proposal in favor of making an actual offer: a $6,000 advance against royalties on the paperback rights, with $1,500 available up front and the details of a possible hardcover still to be negotiated.


It was a tremendous sum, nearly fifty thousand dollars by today’s standards. Thompson accepted.


As soon as he received the check he paid off his rent for the next two months. From the pawnshop he retrieved his shotgun and camera equipment. He contacted the Overseas Press Club to purchase a new health insurance policy for his family. Finally he could get his phone working again. There was one more thing he planned to buy: a motorcycle—a BSA 650 Lightning, as opposed to the standard Harley the Angels rode—that would allow him to differentiate himself from the subjects of his new book as he followed along on their excursions.


Afterward he wrote Angus Cameron at Knopf to explain why he’d gone with the Ballantine offer; he liked the idea of a project on “outsiders and losers” and wanted to leave the door open for a future collaboration. The decision was strictly an economic one: “I am simply damn tired of being poor.” He knew that a work of participatory journalism on the Hell’s Angels was an extremely risky proposition, both artistically and personally. “The depth of research will be a nightmare,” he admitted. “I suspect I’ll be having some medical bills by the time this thing is done.” But a book steeped in such a vibrant degree of immersion offered the chance to compose a literary narrative—“something like George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London,” he explained, “or “Tom Wolfe’s ‘Junior Johnson.’”


In Thompson’s view, such stylized, personal work represented a fresh iteration of the “impressionistic” nonfiction he’d been crafting the previous year. “Fiction is a bridge to the truth that the mechanics of journalism can’t reach,” he wrote to Cameron, before scratching out “the mechanics of” with a blue ballpoint pen. The book he hoped to write would exist at a point along just such a bridge; everything in it would be researched and witnessed and verifiable, but his ultimate goal was to dramatize it all with a novelist’s skill, to render the true events through a personal, subjective perspective: his own. “In order to write that kind of punch-out stuff you have to add up the facts in your own fuzzy way,” he concluded. “And to hell with the hired swine who use adding machines.”


In the Red Light of La Honda


Two months later, on a clear blue afternoon, Hunter Thompson gathered Sandy and Juan into the Rambler and together they rode south along the olive-drab ridges of San Francisco’s coastal range. Their destination was La Honda, a small mountain town about forty-five minutes down the peninsula.


At the turnoff to the ranch house, they looked up to find an enormous banner painted with red, white, and blue letters: THE MERRY PRANKSTERS WELCOME THE HELL’S ANGELS. Beneath it, waiting as if to greet them, four police cars were parked in a row, their lights rotating in the low mountainside shadows of the afternoon. Thompson piloted past the banner and cops, and after spanning a long wooden bridge, he pulled to a stop in the driveway down below the house. Perhaps fifty people had gathered already.


Off to one side, more than a dozen Hell’s Angels stood near their motorcycles. They’d arrived a few minutes earlier when, in a booming ceremony, biker after biker had gunned his 74-cubic-inch Harley-Davidson engine across the bridge before screeching to a stop. Now they appeared to be waiting impatiently, bearded and greasy in their sleeveless denim jackets. The whole San Francisco chapter was there—Frenchy and Filthy Phil and all the rest.


From the other part of the crowd—a group that included artists and activists and intellectuals and families with small children—a blond, broad-necked man emerged. He wore a buckskin shirt. In his hand he carried a cup of what appeared to be beer. It was Ken Kesey, the twenty-nine-year-old author who, after publishing One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and Sometimes a Great Notion to broad acclaim, had purchased this ranch house and the surrounding three-acre property, living here now along with his wife and children and a close-knit group of friends known as the Merry Pranksters.


Saturday, August 7, 1965. An arid summer afternoon in the coastal mountains. The party was only just beginning.


Earlier that week, Thompson and Kesey had participated in a roundtable talk on writing for the local public-access television station, KQED, and afterward they’d decided to duck into a nearby bar for a few drinks. Thompson had been shadowing the Angels on a daily basis since June—they’d enjoyed his article in The Nation enough to let him continue to hang around—and he mentioned to Kesey that he planned to head over to Frenchy’s transmission shop later in the day, to which Kesey responded, “Whoa, I’d like to meet those guys.” So together they drove down to Hunters Point, where they spent the rest of the evening drinking with the members of the gang’s San Francisco chapter. At the end of the night Kesey suggested that they all get together again for a weekend party, a chance for the parallel rails of the burgeoning Bay Area counterculture to join up.


Thompson and his family had arrived just as these two groups were feeling each other out. On the one side you had the Merry Pranksters: educated advocates of consciousness expansion who’d traveled together, the year before, on the cross-country bus trip that would become the centerpiece of Tom Wolfe’s Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. On the other, the working-class members of a motorcycle gang who’d recently found themselves flush with media and police attention. Both were seen as anarchic and nonconformist. Also, both were in serious legal trouble—the Angels because of the Lynch Report and recent rape accusations in Monterey, and Kesey and his group for cultivating and consuming marijuana. Finally, both groups were made up almost exclusively of white, young, male Californians; they each constituted a version of their own idealized fraternity.


For Thompson, the party offered the potential to create a dramatic set piece for his book, and he’d arrived at Kesey’s as an observer, particularly since he’d brought his wife and son. But now, as Thompson watched Kesey approach the Angels with a cup in his hand—and saw cups in the hands of many in the motorcycle gang—he began to panic. Kesey wasn’t just sharing his supply of beer. He was offering his new guests lysergic acid diethylamide—LSD-25, dissolved into liquid—and the Angels, told what it was, didn’t hesitate to drink it down, despite the fact that none of them had ever tried it before.


In 1965 LSD was still legal. Hunter Thompson had never done the drug himself; years earlier, while living in Big Sur, friends had warned him that acid could bring out the worst in people—especially in those with energetic, high-strung personalities—and he’d been cautioned against taking it. With the Angels the danger seemed even more pronounced. Over the last few months, Thompson had learned that once the members of the motorcycle gang started mixing alcohol with drugs—especially with the barbiturate Seconal—they tended more often than not to turn violent and unreasonable, and he’d made it a habit to leave at the first sign of trouble.


Now, standing with his son and wife in the afternoon shadow of the mountains, he tried to imagine the sort of behavior LSD might provoke in the Angels. Not that he planned to wait around and find out; at that moment, only a few minutes after he’d arrived, he hustled Sandy and Juan back into the Rambler and together they all drove off, back up the hill, through La Honda, and then down to the ocean-side town of San Gregorio to enjoy a picnic on the beach.


He’d fled out of the fear of the unpredictability, but he knew that whatever was taking place back at the ranch house would be integral to his book. So he made a decision: after their meal by the sea they’d stop in at Kesey’s again so as to view, from a safe distance, the evolution of a scene they’d so hastily left.
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A few hours later the Thompsons made their second approach on the party. Once again they passed the police, who’d been staking out Kesey’s place on suspicion of marijuana cultivation for months now, though on this occasion—thanks in no small part to the enormous banner—they’d increased their contingent to four cars, the red lights of which continued to turn in the late-afternoon hillside.


Now, when he pulled to a stop on the other side of the bridge, there wasn’t anyone around to greet them. Instead, the Angels, along with the other guests, were sitting peacefully—contentedly—near the house, where a giant screen had set up. The Merry Pranksters were projecting a movie: footage from their cross-country bus trip the year before. With Juan, the Thompsons exited their car and began to make their way through the grounds.


Across the three-acre property, Kesey and his Pranksters had arranged a number of enormous, high-powered sonic amplifiers. They were hidden among the branches of the sequoias, the trunks of which were painted in DayGlo neon. From the heights of these trees came a constant crash of sound. Some of the amps played music: the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, Jumpin’ Joe Jackson, and more often than not, Bob Dylan. Others were rigged to live microphones, which had been set to a one-second delay and hidden in squirrels’ nests, bathrooms, bedrooms, even along the bank of the rushing creek.


The total number of guests that afternoon amounted to perhaps a hundred; in addition to the Angels and the Pranksters there were professors, writers, doctors, and psychologists. Former Harvard professor and LSD guru Richard Alpert was there, along with the novelists Robert Stone and Larry McMurtry. Also: members of the Grateful Dead, as well as famous figures from the Beat generation, including Neal Cassady and Allen Ginsberg. Nearly everyone was on acid. After the film, they all spread out together across the property. Took turns blowing soap bubbles. Throwing Frisbees. Playing flutes. Banging drums. Around them the trees sounded and gleamed. Dogs wandered. DayGlo paint, the same kind that had marked the redwoods, now masked faces; guests were applying it to one another generously. From one direction Bob Dylan could be heard singing “Mr. Tambourine Man.” From another, Radio KLSD, an imaginary station broadcast along the same sound system, blared a hastily composed blues poem, the lyrics of which described the real-time actions of the people listening below.


Kesey and most of the Pranksters had met a few years earlier at Stanford University, where, as students and professors, they’d resided in a section of campus known as Perry Lane. Together they’d grown dissatisfied with what they saw as America’s postwar conformity—the political, legal, and moral power structures that conditioned people to think and live in the manner society expected. For the most part their dissatisfaction had been expressed through recognizable channels: art, poetry, intellectual theory, as well as the curriculums of the college-level classes they taught.


At first Kesey had done the same. But in 1960, to augment the creative-writing fellowship that supported him and his wife Faye, he’d signed up for a series of trials at the Palo Alto Veterans Hospital, where he and other volunteers were given dosages of psychedelic compounds—substances that few people had ever experienced. These included IT-290 amphetamine, mescaline pellets, Ditran, and LSD, the latter of which produced in Kesey an experience of such unfettered, cosmic immediacy—the perception of both subjective and objective reality; of the personal and impersonal; of what might perhaps be best described as the infinite, at least in conceptual terms—that he smuggled some samples to his friends, who began procuring and consuming it in more felicitous settings than those of a stark Stanford University hospital.
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