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The more prohibitions you have

The less virtuous people will be.

Try to make people moral,

And you lay the groundwork for vice.
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Preface



THIS BOOK is not a formal history but rather a journey through the experience and culture of illicit drugs in this country during the second half of the twentieth century, from roughly 1945 to the present. I conceived of this book as a collection of scenes from the world of illicit drugs, scenes that have had a significant impact on the American experience. In essence, this is the story of how the American Century turned into the Great Stoned Age, how the use of illicit drugs moved from the criminal underground and the avant garde fringe to mainstream America. Roughly one in four Americans has used illegal drugs, and this is the story of what has happened to their lives and to the world around us.

Can’t Find My Way Home traces the impact on American society of numerous substances currently classified as schedule one drugs: narcotics, amphetamines, cocaine, psychedelics, MDMA (ecstasy), and marijuana. The story is told by people who have used those substances in various cultural settings, from the Beat Generation and the bebop jazz musicians of the 1940s and 1950s to the psychedelic counterculture of the 1960s, the amphetamine and pop-art underground of New York during the 1960s, the war in Vietnam, the gay sexual culture of the 1970s that used amyl nitrate, the cocaine culture of the 1970s and 1980s, crack and the inner cities of America during the 1980s, and the rave cyberculture of the 1990s.

This book will not make everybody happy, nor is it intended to. The political and religious right will not appreciate any book about drugs that is not dogmatically antidrug, that shows any permissiveness about drug use. The last thing that proponents of a “drug-free America” want to hear is that drugs have become as American as apple pie, which they arguably have. On the other hand, those who use drugs may find the parts of the book about addiction and recovery anathema to their notions of acceptable “personal” or “recreational” use. Those people often believe that they can use drugs safely and responsibly, that their use of drugs should be nobody’s business but their own as long as they do no harm to others, and that the very notion of addiction has little or nothing to do with them. Finally, for those individuals in the recovery community who have experienced the lash of addiction and have crawled back to new lives as clean and sober members of society, the parts of the book that have to do with “ecstatic” drug experiences and “consciousness expansion” may seem wrongheaded or a form of denial—certainly the wrong message for young people, an inevitable percentage of whom are headed for drug-abuse problems.

“This is the sort of book I’d be very interested in reading but not something I really want to talk about,” responded Judy Collins when I asked her for an interview—neither a surprising nor an uncommon reaction in this time of drug-sniffing dogs at airports and drug-tip hotlines. The writer Ishmael Reed was eager to talk about drug issues as they related to the African American community but refused to discuss his own use of drugs—“I have nothing to gain from talking about that.” Such is the toxic and paranoid atmosphere that surrounds this subject. In order to allow people to feel safe sharing their experiences, I provided pseudonyms for some of those who are not public figures, sometimes changing certain details while preserving the substance of their experiences. In some cases, this was done in order to protect the anonymity of individuals I encountered in 12-step recovery fellowships. But aside from the changing of names and certain personal details, there is no experience about drugs in the book that did not actually occur in the set and setting it is rendered in, and nothing about the drug culture that has been invented. My intention has always been to write a true-life chronicle of the use of illicit drugs in America without sensationalizing, apologizing, moralizing, or demonizing—simply to tell the truth and let readers draw their own conclusions. To the hundreds of people, then, both well known and pseudonymous, who have shared their lives so intimately with me over the many years it has taken to write this book, I am humbly grateful.

In January of 1993, I found myself standing on a street corner in Compton, California, immersed in the story of rock cocaine and the Crips and the Bloods. Seeing a strange white guy hanging out in their neighborhood, various gang members were certain that I had to be a television reporter or an undercover cop. When I told one of them that I was neither but a writer gathering material for a book on drugs in America, he looked at me like I was crazy and exclaimed, “You got you a long book!”

How right he was. It’s been twelve years since I started this book, thirty-five since I began living it. The book became my life and my life became the book; the journey of it has been long and at times hard, but while it has often felt as though it would never end, I’ve found my way home.

I learned in writing this book that as a society we face enormously difficult and complex problems concerning the use of illicit drugs. But in addition, we have to grapple with cultural amnesia and distortions that are the products of the ideological agendas that have so long shaped the debates and policies regarding illegal drugs. I have come to believe that only through the most rigorously honest appraisal of this subject will we ever be able to make sense of the past and begin to find solutions to the problems that currently confront us regarding drugs. As Ram Dass observed at the end of an interview, “If your book is going to have the richness it deserves, it needs to raise as many questions as it tries to answer.” I hope this book does exactly that. My most heartfelt wish has always been that it might serve to promote an honest and open discourse on this subject—a dialogue through which we can begin, perhaps, to find our way home as a nation.

 

Martin Torgoff

New York, July 2003
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Fearless, Immune, and Ready for All


“The higher you fly the deeper you go.”

—John Lennon and Paul McCartney, “Everybody’s Got Something to Hide Except for Me and My Monkey,” the White Album, 1969




“Marijuana is a halfway house to something else.”

—President Richard M. Nixon, 1969






I. A Real Pack of Idiots

OUR STONED BROTHERHOOD came together in the season after Woodstock, the moonwalk, and the Manson murders. The world seemed forever altered by those events, as if anything, from the transcendentally high to the most unspeakably malevolent, were entirely possible.

Everything about that time seemed so compressed: Nixon, the invasion of Cambodia, the shootings at Kent State and Jackson State, the Vietnam moratorium, the strike at our high school and the threatened suspensions for it, the public hearings and bitter shouting matches. The combination of what was going on in the world, what was happening in our lives, and the fact that we were always stoned and getting more intensely into psychedelic drugs created the feeling that events and people and feelings and images were all part of a chain reaction. More and more kids became interested in getting high and quietly approached us. A small but significant portion of our graduating high-school class got stoned for the first time thanks to our secret ministrations of the hashish that was around that season.

There were four of us in the stoned brotherhood that year. First there was Charles Robert Manian—Little Manny—scion of a well-to-do East Island family who drove a 1969 gold GTO convertible, white top, gold leather upholstery, mag wheels with whitewall tires, and a fuel-injected 400-cubic-inch V8 engine with custom Thrush pipes that made it sound like a powerful speedboat when it revved. The second member of the club was David Benjamin, who had taken to sitting in his room in the lotus position, smoking joint after joint and running his television with no sound as he practiced the same Alvin Lee guitar riff over and over again. And finally there was Innie, or Larry Insdorf, with his stoned blue eyes that seemed to open wide and say, “Oh, wow, man,” at everything he looked at.

Every afternoon after school we’d be together at the Manians’ plush beach house on East Island, righteously stoned, careening through the sonic dimensions of Cream’s Disraeli Gears, Dylan’s Highway 61 Revisited, the Moody Blues’ Days of Future Passed, the Beatles’ White Album. Staring out the big picture window in the living room, mesmerized by the patterns of wind-tossed whitecaps on Long Island Sound, we’d play air guitar to Hendrix’s Electric Ladyland, frolicking as if those afternoons would last forever. We were young and thought we could solve the ancient and infinitely complex mysteries of man and his place in the universe simply by lighting up a joint and listening to the Beatles. As compelled as we were over the years to try to recapture the sweet, giddy rush of that first year of highs, it would turn out to be as irretrievable as one’s own virginity.

As pot entered my life, my relationship with my father became a running exercise in teenage guerrilla warfare. My mother disapproved of marijuana just as much, of course, but whereas she was even tempered, with a sunny, optimistic disposition, my father was moody, intense, uncompromising. He asserted his love for his children in the only way he knew how, trying to control and protect us in the classic old-world manner of his immigrant parents. Having just watched his eldest daughter become a hippie, he wasn’t about to stand idly by and watch the same thing happen to his only son. Our relationship had been tumultuous to begin with, but as his suspicions that I was smoking marijuana began to grow, the stage was set for serious conflict. It began in earnest on the night I came home very high from a night out with my friends. I slapped on the headphones and put Led Zeppelin’s “Dazed and Confused” on the turntable, jacking up the volume as high as I could take it.

The headphones were brand-new, a miraculous invention that allowed me to play music as loud as I wanted, blowing my mind while my parents slept obliviously in the next room. Closing my eyes, I plunged as deeply as I could into the music and whirled about like some delirious Sufi in the center of the room until my sixth sense made me aware that something was dreadfully wrong and I opened my eyes to see my father standing in the doorway in his underwear. In my stoned trance, I had apparently forgotten to turn off the speakers. It was two o’clock in the morning, and not only our house but the whole block was vibrating to Jimmy Page’s caterwauling guitar and Robert Plant’s unholy shrieking. My father had a look of complete horror on his face. It was after this episode that the anti-marijuana tirades began.

My father’s fears about drugs went back to his boyhood. The world that he had grown up in, the concrete labyrinth that ran along Livonia and Saratoga Avenues in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn, was the world of school yards, alleyways, tenement buildings, and corner candy stores that had produced not only the great Giants third baseman Sid Gordon but also the likes of Bugsy Siegel, Abe Reles, Pittsburgh Phil Strauss, and other killers of Murder Inc., who would park their gleaming black Cadillacs in a neat row right underneath the el. As a boy, he had been largely unaware of the hysteria about “reefer madness” and “Marijuana: Assassin of Youth” that was generated by Harry Anslinger of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and promoted in the Hearst newspapers. But he did know a small group of kids who smoked pot furtively in the alleyways and hung out on the street corner across from the school yard where he put in the long hours practicing basketball that would make him a two-time all-American at Long Island University and, later, a notable player in the NBA.

What alarmed my father about those kids was their slack-jawed lassitude. Most of the second-generation immigrant kids of his neighborhood had been desperate to grab hold of their piece of the American Dream during those hardscrabble years of the Great Depression—as desperate to go to college and become lawyers, doctors, businessmen, and leave the teeming city for the suburbs, as their parents had been to leave behind the shtetls of Russia—but here was a group of kids who seemed perfectly content to slouch against a chain-link fence and just stare off into space. A few of them went on to become junkies. My father once observed one of them shooting up in the balcony of the Ambassador Theatre, the grand old Art Deco movie palace on Livonia Avenue, where he had seen Al Jolson in The Jazz Singer in 1927. It was a sight he would never forget: the spoon, the spike, the expression of blissful stupefaction on this kid’s face in the flickering lights of the projectionist’s booth. Long before sociologists and politicians and law-enforcement officials would provide the words, my father became convinced that the two main criticism of marijuana use, which would frame the debate over it in the United States for the next fifty years, were absolutely true: that people who smoked it would become aimless and lackadaisical (the “amotivational syndrome”) and that it would lead to harder drugs (the “stepping-stone,” or “gateway,” theory). He believed that there would be a heavy price to pay for what I was doing and that this entire business of marijuana smoking would lead to nothing but stunted lives and diminished possibilities. “You mark my words,” he would say portentously, his hazel eyes glistening with worry. “One day you’ll see I was right. I just hope it’s not too late.”

By that point, I had long since tuned him out. Getting high wasn’t just about having fun; it was about rebellion and bohemia and utopia and mysticism and so many other things that were being embroidered into the experience by the counterculture at that moment. It was about being young and strong and carefree and unafraid of anything, refusing to accept or even acknowledge limits of any kind. It was about ecstasy, rapture, the ethos of the party being exalted above all else—the kind of soaring, mind-bending, heart-bursting romanticism you can know only when you are eighteen and stoned and naked with a girl in a creek on a summer night, making love in the mud amid the frogs and bulrushes under an umbrella of shining stars.

As surely as that winter of 1970 turned to spring, lysergic acid diethylamide made its grand entrance into my life. I was lying naked in my room with a girl named Lucy on a sun-drenched Saturday morning when it all happened. Clearly not about to be daunted by the LSD media horror stories of the time, I accepted as my destiny that I would simultaneously lose my virginity and take LSD for the first time together. Approaching the experience with as much of a positive outlook as possible, I recalled the words that Tom Wolfe had used to describe Gretchen Fetchin the Slime Queen in the recently published Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test as the mantra for my virgin psychedelic voyage. Gretchen Fetchin was an Oregon girl named Paula Sundsen who had hopped on board with Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters at the age of eighteen and had taken acid for the first time when the psychedelically painted bus called Furthur had stopped in Wikieup, Arizona. As Lucy handed me the orange sunshine, I repeated Wolfe’s words—“fearless, immune, and ready for all”—popping the little orange tablet into my mouth as casually as if I’d eaten a Pez candy.

Shortly thereafter, the street in front of my parents’ house metamorphosed into water, my sister’s ’63 Chevy turned into some kind of other-dimensional vaporetto—and that was only the beginning. As we drove down to East Island, the road swelled underneath us like a roiling sea, and the trees began dancing as if animated by some deranged Walt Disney cartoonist. On the beach, a seashell came alive in the very palm of my hand, containing within its ridged textures a diorama of aquatic life that included prehistoric fish and sea horses, images of Greek gods, and whole underwater civilizations. Thoughts reverberated in my head like feedback in a never-ending loop, pushing me toward questions whether I liked it or not: Who Are You? Do You Like Who You Are? What Is God? What Is Death? What Is Your Purpose Here on Earth? And so it went for hours, a relentless Technicolor wraparound movie of existence generated by the brain, nervous system, and soul. When it was over, despite searing moments of the most inexpressible existential loneliness, I couldn’t wait to trip again. I felt open, completely free, invincible, as if I would live forever. I was never more certain that all would be well in my pursuit of drug experience as long as I remained fearless, immune, and ready for all.

As the summer came to an end, Little Manny took a giant hit of mescaline for his army physical, figuring that it might help raise his blood pressure; he got out of the draft all right but barely made it back alive from Fort Hamilton on the Long Island Expressway. Heroin appeared on the streets of our town for the first time, and Innie watched helplessly as his sixteen-year-old brother began taking the train to Harlem to cop smack. As unsettling as any of these events might have been, they had no impact on the way we used drugs, especially as we clutched desperately at an innocence we felt slipping away in those last days before we left for college.

Several days before our departure, the four of us gathered at David Benjamin’s house. His mother and her husband were away, and it seemed like the perfect time to take the yellow mescaline we had procured. It was going to be the first time that we did a psychedelic drug together. Around midnight, we dutifully swallowed our little yellow pills and within the hour began stepping into another realm of consciousness. Suddenly everything began to breathe and billow in the book-lined living room, including Little Manny’s face, which was lighted up like a hundred-watt bulb. Manny had grown a bristling handlebar mustache, and as we began getting off on the drug, he began to look more and more like a cross between Salvador Dali and a youthful Latin American dictator.

The proceedings got under way as the four of us fixated on a ceramic sculpture that David’s younger sister had done, a blue figurine of a woman—

“Wow, man, look at that!”

“Fan-tas-tic, man…”

“Oh, wow, far out, your sister did that?”

“That’s so heavy!”

—studying the thing as if it held the answers to the deepest questions about the causes of creation itself, but as we settled in, the trip began to take on its own very specific emotional context. As much as we might have fancied ourselves intrepid psychedelic travelers, we were, after all, only four suburban boys about to leave our hometown and go off to college, and as this startling and inescapable reality loomed before us, it set the tone for the whole night. Try as we might to evade the fact, we were pervaded by the knowledge that were now facing a life in which our mothers would no longer be there to do our laundry for us and that a nice home-cooked meal would no longer be waiting each night on the table at suppertime. The mescaline amplified this feeling, and as the night wore on toward morning, we became lost little puppies. Walking a thin line between laughter and tears, we wandered outside and made our way up the street to watch the sunrise.

The four of us sneaked into a backyard that offered a high vantage point, took off our shirts, and lay on our backs in the dewy grass as the first pink slivers of dawn appeared in the sky. Within minutes, the horizon became a flaming vista of magenta bursting with the promise of a new day, streaked by orange and blue rainbow sherbet. We lay there in complete silence, shattered by the beauty of it. By the time we made our way back down the hill to sit on the wooden fence in front of the Benjamins’ house, it seemed as if we had arrived at an acceptance, a new willingness to submit ourselves to college and the process of life. Sitting there on the fence, I reveled in the silence of the morning, feeling more alive in that moment than ever before in my life. I was feeling absolutely certain that I was finally experiencing those “myriad pricklings of heavenly radiation” that Jack Kerouac had written about in On the Road when we saw a silver 1969 Pontiac Bonneville turn onto the road and drive toward us.

“Hey, isn’t that your old man’s car?”

No, it couldn’t be, I thought. But it was. Watching the car approach made me suddenly aware of how high I still was. My father’s Bonneville was cutting its way toward us like an icebreaker moving through my whole state of consciousness. I had no idea what he was going to say or do, just that he was going to be hopping mad.

My father bore a startling resemblance to Burt Lancaster, and as the car came to a halt before us and the electric window came down and he surveyed the four of us, bare chested on that fence, he looked like Lancaster in his first film, The Killers. Barely awake, unshaven, his hair mussed down on his forehead, he had probably gotten up to go to the bathroom, noticed that I hadn’t come home, and gone off in search of me. I saw a whole progression of emotions come flashing across his face: confusion, sadness, anger…

“My God, you’re a real pack of idiots” was all he chose to say at that moment, but with contempt so complete and pure that it took my breath away. “A real pack of idiots!”

The window slid back up as if to punctuate his pronouncement, and he drove off, leaving us there to digest it.

Twenty-three years later, I was sitting with my parents on a redwood deck in the Poconos, still trying to digest it. By that time, I had become interested in writing a book that would somehow journey across the continuum of the American experience of illicit drugs in the postwar era, and I was curious about my father’s impressions of that time when drugs had first come to our hometown, changing our lives within the course of a single year. My father was then in his midseventies, fourteen years past a heart bypass operation; with his full head of white hair, he now looked like the Burt Lancaster of Rocket Gibraltar. The conflicts of those bitter adversarial years had long since been put behind us, and we had become the best of friends.

My friends and I were really typical products of that overheated decade, I tried to explain to him. What he was seeing may have seemed like a pack of idiots but was really nothing more than four eighteen-year-old boys having some form of an ecstatic experience on a psychedelic substance. We were America’s first psychedelic children, swept up in the most dramatic statistical explosion of drug users in American history. What had happened to me on my journey through the self-expansion and self-deception of drug use represented only one transit in tens of millions, but the more I talked about it, the more he couldn’t seem to hear what I was saying.

“You raise a child and they grow up, but there’s something about them that always remains a child to you,” he told me on that day. “You remember when they were a defenseless baby, and you try to protect them and teach them how to live. I’d see how the look in your eyes changed after you did that stuff. I never knew what you were on, but I always knew when you were on it because I could see it in your eyes, and that’s what scared me, how the look in your eyes changed from the child I had known. No, I didn’t understand any of it…”

“Here we were, a country that was at the height of its power and wealth and influence. Who was it, Henry Luce or Walter Lippman, I think, who called it the American Century? And here were four young boys going off to college, the most important time in your lives, with the whole world in front of you, the most educated and affluent generation in history, given every possible advantage—and whacked out of your minds on some drug! Like you were on another planet or something. That was the worst part of it to me, the hardest part to understand and accept about drugs, because I really felt like you were all hurting yourselves, and there didn’t seem to be anything we could do.”

The more we talked, the more I could see that even after all that time, both of us carried scars from those years. Like so many of his generation who had lived through the Depression and the Second World War to build the American Century, he would remain the concerned parent, utterly bewildered by the children who grew up to reject the very values upon which he had built his whole world.

“Go ahead,” he said, issuing the challenge that would inspire this book, “you try and tell me how it all happened and what it all meant. Go ahead, because I don’t understand any of it, and I don’t think I ever will. Go ahead and tell me—what did any of it really mean?”

II. One of the Great Myths of the Age

ONE NIGHT IN 1976, I found the perfect blend of marijuana, methaqualone, cocaine, and alcohol for my particular nervous system. I was at the Ocean Club in downtown Manhattan with my friends, dancing to Marvin Gaye’s “Got to Give It Up,” when it went resounding through me in waves of the most visceral pleasure—the consummate high, the ideal psychopharmacological cocktail.

Drugs would take me to many scenes and places as I chased that high well into the 1980s—the East Village, Miami, the Dam in Amsterdam, the back room of Max’s Kansas City, CBGB, the Mudd Club, the basement and balcony of Studio 54, the hot tubs of California—and they would take me to encounters with many people, from tycoons like Huntington Hartford to street kids in South Central Los Angeles. The only time I ever turned down a drug was when I didn’t understand the question. Every new drug hit my life and the lives of my friends like a succession of tidal waves crashing over us. I watched as drugs permeated the industries of music, film, television, publishing, art, advertising, and finance, making and breaking lives and fortunes, saturating every socioeconomic level of the society, intersecting with virtually every aspect and dimension of the American experience. I watched as drugs defined identities and relationships, set people sexually free and rendered them sexually dysfunctional, initiated a search for spirituality only to be perverted into a kind of God. I watched my entire generation have the time of its life on drugs and then have to deal with the consequences. Some of those who crashed and burned were fortunate enough to recover, but others never made it back.

By the time Katrina and I were together in the early 1980s, she wanted to do cocaine and I wanted to save her from it. Katrina was a beautiful spirit in flight, an ex-ballerina who had exiled herself from dancing and was searching for something else. She had not been down the same long and winding road with drugs that I had, and when she found cocaine, I was instantly alarmed because I recognized in her attraction to the drug the same kind of hell-bent longing that lures someone inevitably toward the very thing that poses the greatest danger. So I tried to intercede, convinced that if I shared with her my vast experience and knowledge about drugs, then surely I could dissuade her, somehow insulate her from their dangers by surrounding her with the walls of a deep and unconditional love. Of course I found myself in exactly the same situation with Katrina and her cocaine as my father had once been in with me. The results were painfully similar. Katrina would completely ignore me or lie; and then, after much browbeating, she would agree to stay away from the drug. Initially she would comply, only to end up doing the stuff with her friends when I wasn’t around, after which I would howl and condemn her and she would call me a bold-faced hypocrite and I would end up doing the drug with her at home.

My convoluted logic for taking a drug I was coming to loathe was the realization that she was going to do it anyway and better she should be at home with me, where she would at least be safe, than out at clubs and bars with God knows what kinds of sleazeballs. What the hell, I was in love with her. I couldn’t let her get high by herself, could I? By that time, I was experiencing severe depressions on the drug. A single night of doing it could plunge me into a black pit for days. During those long and horrible teeth-clenching, gum-numbed hours of desiccated nasal passages and psychotic anxiety, I would try to lobby her for some sense of control and moderation and she would only want more. As I would do it with her, I felt small parts of my soul dying inside me with each line.

Two years later, New Year’s of 1985, I found myself standing at the bar of Cafe Central in New York. It was about six in the morning, and the door was locked as the bartender continued to pour drinks for the stalwarts from the night before. There I was, still knocking back vodka with a furious vengeance. At the four parties I had been to over the course of that night, I had smoked pot and hash oil and a quantity of opium; I had hooked down a handful of Quaaludes and mixed them with an endless flow of champagne and vodka, and I had snorted cocaine almost continuously, with a mad devil’s hunger. At the last party, whose denizens had appeared like black-clad hordes out of some cocaine-induced Hieronymous Bosch vision of hell, there was a guy dressed up as the Pied Piper of Hamelin, dispensing the stuff out of a large business envelope, with a gleaming switchblade, to groups of men and women in tuxedos and evening gowns following him around all night. And none of it was working, not even a buzz. There was nothing I could do to get myself off, short of sticking a needle in my arm—the one thing I had promised myself I would never do—and it was the most horrible, maddening feeling in the world, to be struck dumb with the realization that none of it was working anymore. I had succeeded at nothing more than making myself numb, but not numb enough to kill the pain that was gnawing inside my gut.

With the bright morning sun streaming in through the windows on Columbus Avenue, I was aware of a few things. I was aware of how badly my eyes hurt, how brittle they felt against the harshness of the light, and I longed for a pair of sunglasses as much as I longed for peace. I was aware that my journey with drugs was coming to an end, that my days of playing fast and loose were over. What I was most aware of at that precise moment, what swept through my soul like a cold black gust of wind, was the most compelling urge I had ever experienced to place a gun to my temple and blow my brains all over the bar top.

I was aware of the role that drugs had played in bringing me to this place. And I was aware that there was nothing I could have done even had I been there when Katrina got out of bed one morning six months after we broke up and noticed that one of the cats had crawled onto the ledge. She must have had very little sleep, and she went out onto the fire escape, as she had done so many times before, to scoop up the cat and place it back inside. I was aware that some drastically impaired sense of depth perception must have caused her to miss the railing as she stepped back.

Beyond that point, my awareness ended. I simply could not fathom what she felt as she fell five stories or what she looked like there on the street, her beautiful ballerina’s legs shattered like matchsticks, her life’s blood running out on the pavement. Nor could I fathom how she survived except to discern the hand of God in her survival—the same God who had brought me to understand, as I perched on the fragile precipice above that yawning abyss, that suicide would have been a permanent solution to a temporary problem. The boy who had first picked up a hookah at sixteen and the little barrel-shaped orange pill of LSD not long after had been very wrong about being “fearless, immune, and ready for all.” Fearless, yes; ready for all, certainly; but at least in my case, there had been no immunity. As far as drugs were concerned, that aphorism had turned out to be one of the great myths of the age.

In the years since my father’s death, his words of that summer day have come back to me again and again as I’ve attempted to answer his question of how it had come to pass that the American Century had turned into the Great Stoned Age. I’ve heard them as I’ve traveled thousands of miles, scoured the shelves of libraries, immersed myself in the lives of hundreds of people, and searched for his face in the night skies.

In the end, what did any of it really mean?
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Bop Apocalypse


“Music is your own experience, your thoughts, your wisdom. If you don’t live it, it won’t come out of your horn. They teach you there’s a boundary line to music. But, man, there’s no boundary line to art.”

—Charlie Parker, 1948




“Ask him if we can get any tea. Hey kid, you got ma-ree-wa-na?” The kid nodded gravely. “Sho, onnytime, mon. Come with me.” “Hee! Whee! Hoo!” yelled Dean.

—Jack Kerouac, On the Road, 1957






I. Ready to Introduce New Worlds with a Shrug

“I’M GONNA LIGHT A JOINT,” said the man who gave William Burroughs his first shot of narcotics—a shot that would be heard around the world. “Would you like a blast?”

Herbert Huncke leaned his frail frame back against the wall and took a deep hit. That single word, blast, was enough to put one right there: Times Square circa 1945–46, Ginsberg at nineteen with cigarette holder, belted raincoat, and horn-rimmed glasses, Kerouac in his seaman’s coat, Burroughs in overcoat and homburg. During that first season of their drugs, Huncke was procuring interview subjects for Alfred Kinsey’s groundbreaking sexual research at the same time he was scoring tea and Benzedrine inhalers at the Angler Bar. He was seated on the bed in his subterranean apartment on the Lower East Side, the man who became Elmo Hassel in Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, Herman in Burroughs’s Junkie, the original “angelheaded hipster” in Allen Ginsberg’s Howl—hustler, petty thief, jailbird raconteur, lifelong drug addict, the man who first put the word beat in what became known as the Beat Generation.

“People have moralized about my using drugs my whole life,” Huncke reflected. “Man, I started to use drugs back in the Thirties, that’s when I started. There were very few kids at the time that messed with them—it was quite unheard of, especially for white kids. There were a lot of taxi drivers around Chicago and guys in the sporting life, so to speak, boxing joints, pool halls, that’s where you’d find junk. Get a cap of dynamite horse for sixty-five cents. You got ten Benzedrine tablets from Smith and Kline for eighty-nine cents. Once you started, it was so easy, everything fell right into place. Of course, those were also the early days of Harry Anslinger and the beginning of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics. Awful man, Anslinger, must have been bred in some stool pot in hell somewhere, caused more misery in the name of saving so-called civilization than anybody since Hitler.”

Huncke was “a little late for the hard-core old junkies of New York that just prior to my hitting the streets had already become established,” as he related it. “In Naked Lunch, the material about Sailor—that was Phil White, and he was a part of that scene. Burroughs constantly refers to 103rd Street. Those were the old-time schmeckers who hung around there. A lot of Irish, people like that who hung around the cafeterias. The Jewish guys were all hooked up to the mobs, and they lived on the Lower East Side. That’s how it got started, really—the Jewish guys hanging around the bars on East Broadway, Henry Street, Madison Street, all that below Canal and east of Chinatown. You would hear about some of the old guys way back there in the Twenties, guys like Louie the Lip and Crazy Ozzie, guys who remembered what it was like when you could buy heroin right across the counter in a cold-cream jar. Imagine that! The Italians got into it later, and when they did, the scene got bigger, heavier, and they started cutting the dope more and more, which changed everything. Eventually, it all moved up to Harlem and 110th Street…”

Huncke frowned and put his feet up on the bed. Somehow the whole journey of illicit drugs through the culture and consciousness of midcentury America seemed to begin with those very feet. What long, hard mileage they logged, what wear and tear as he searched so relentlessly for the junk that he pumped into his veins over the course of a lifetime, haunting the parks, squares, bars, cafeterias, coffee shops, the endless pacing of jail cells, cheap hotel rooms, methadone clinics.

Born in Greenfield, Massachusetts, in 1915, the son of an anti-Semitic German Jew who later joined the pro-Nazi German American Bund, from the beginning Herbert Huncke felt trapped by everything in his life: school, family, and gender. It was during his Chicago boyhood, after being introduced to marijuana by a cabbie, that he became captivated by a book called The Little White Hag, about “smugglers and Chinese junks and opium dens in Shanghai, posh layouts with cushions on the floor and naked or half-naked men and women laying about,” as he recalled it. “It was called ‘lying on the hip,’ and that’s where the word hip comes from, of course. You sat in a big circle, and there was a gigantic bowl of fruit; velvet and satin curtains, soft light and soft music, dancing girls, the works. I don’t know where I got this book from, and I know I wasn’t supposed to be reading it, but it fascinated me. Of course, it ended up that everybody went to hell, but so be it. It sounded like a pretty interesting way to go to hell to me.”

Huncke would always gravitate to others who were interested in going to hell in interesting ways. At the age of fourteen, Elsie John came into his life. A six-foot five-inch man who passed himself off as a hermaphrodite and worked on West Madison in a freak show, Elsie John had “hennaed hair a fire engine red and gigantic deep blue eyes, the most expressive eyes I’ve ever seen.” Holing up in her room in an old vaudeville hotel on North State Street, she would stretch out in her huge brass bed, surrounded by five Pekinese dogs, fussing and combing and petting them as they yipped and yapped. Elsie John was the forerunner of the pill-popping drag queen, the prototype of many characters to come: the Georgette of Hubert Selby Jr.’s Last Exit to Brooklyn, the Miss Destiny of John Rechy’s City of Night, the Holly Woodlawn of Lou Reed’s “Walk on the Wild Side.” Dressing like a diva, cursing like a sailor, and selling joints out of her room, seven for a quarter, Elsie John mesmerized Huncke. The “piddling amounts” of heroin she let him taste were enough to ignite his lifelong obsession with the drug. “They used to sell it in decks in those days; instead of glassine bags they’d fold a piece of paper into a little package called a deck.” Huncke used to love to watch Elsie John get off in her room, her eyes glistening like “a pair of headlights.”

One day when they were sitting around getting high, the police came bursting into Elsie John’s room and screamed, “ ‘Get a load of this degenerate bastard—we hit the jackpot this time!’ ” After they found the heroin, the police dragged Elsie John, Huncke, and his friend Johnny down to the city jail on South State Street. Huncke would always remember his last glimpse of Elsie John locked up in the bull pen, “cowering in a corner, surrounded by a group of young West Side hoods that had been picked up the same night we were, exposing themselves to her and yelling all sorts of obscenities.” He would tell Elsie John’s story many times in the years to come, regaling the young Allen Ginsberg with her exploits until Ginsberg’s eyes would go wide with astonishment. “At that time in my life, I could scarcely have imagined that such a person could really exist,” the poet related.

Within a year, Herbert Huncke was a full-fledged heroin addict—Huncke the Junkie became his moniker for the rest of his days. When he told his mother about it after she saw him junk sick for the first time, she tried to help him; his father told him to get lost and never come back. After his friend Johnny was shot dead by a Treasury agent while making a delivery of heroin, Huncke disappeared from Chicago, never to return. For the next six years, from 1934 to 1940, he rode the rails and traveled the highways, a teenage heroin addict on the bum in Depression-era America. Huncke carried everything he owned in a little cigar-box toilet kit, working as a bellhop, scouring every city he landed in for dope—Galveston, El Paso, New Orleans, Reno, Needles, California—developing the uncanny instinct for locating illicit drugs that Burroughs would later compare to a dowser’s wand. By the time he hit New York in 1940, he had learned the rudiments of survival through petty criminality. Huncke had absolutely no interest in a conventional career or steady occupation but lived purely by his wits. Though at times he would consort with hardened criminals, he was anything but a hard-core criminal himself. He belonged, rather, to what Nelson Algren would describe, in The Man with the Golden Arm, as the “world of petty cheats, phony braggarts, double clockers, elbow sneaks, small-time chiselers, touts and stooges and glad-hand shakers.” Yes, he was most certainly a thief, a grifter, a parasite, a hustler never afraid to use his body to get what he needed, but for the most part he was harmless. His greatest crime was that he was an un-reconstructed, unredeemed drug addict who made no apologies for his behavior, who had learned from hard experience that those who used drugs in America were not simply downtrodden but truly among the damned. Next to blacks and poor immigrants, they were the most despised and persecuted outcasts of the society, without rights, beneath dignity, beyond the pale of compassion. The word that Huncke coined for such a condition was beat. In Desolation Angels, Kerouac would use the word for the first time in his work, describing Huncke as “somnolent and alert, sad-sweet, dark, beat, just out of jail, martyred, tortured by sidewalks, starved for sex and companionship, open to anything, ready to introduce new worlds with a shrug.”

“I’m sort of a legend here, down on the Lower East Side,” Huncke explained. “A strange legend, to be sure. People meet me and are in awe of my survival. As am I! Nobody could have convinced me at your age that I would live to be seventy-eight—never in my wildest imaginings. When I was twenty-one, I was perfectly satisfied with the idea of packing it in at thirty; forty was out of the question. I wanted to live fast, see and do as much as I could, cram it all into a speedy exit. See, I’ve never stopped using drugs. I’ll even use some H still when I want to.”

For the first time, I noticed the telltale little Band-Aid over the vein on the back of Huncke’s seventy-eight-year-old hand, and despite everything I knew about him, I found myself chilled by it.

“Shows weakness, doesn’t it?” he said, his face a mask of irony. “After all the pain and discomfort of my life, you’d think a man wouldn’t want to subject himself to it anymore. Well, what do you think?”

“I guess what I think is that you can’t get between a man and his lover” was all I could say.

“Yes, man, that’s right,” he said quietly. “Once known, never forgotten. One does what one does.”

“Tell me, Huncke,” I asked, “those days in New York there at the end of the war, what was it all really like?”

“What was it like? Oh, man, like hearing Charlie Parker playing ‘Lover Man,’ ” he rejoined, “wailing on his sax, breaking down from being junk sick. Oh, man, the pathos—how does one even speak of it? You can literally hear him breaking down—the tone, he blows so piercingly on that song—it’s like he’s crying! Oh, my, my—yes, man, you can hear his agony, one junkie to another. The people I was with felt the same way about it.”

Huncke closed his eyes as if to savor the sound of some far-off jazz musician blowing, and he took another hit of his joint.

“Do you remember when you first met them all?”

“Oh, sure. It’s all right there in Junkie, exactly the way it happened. I met them all around 1945, right after the first of the year. I’d just returned from a sort of wild trip to the Caribbean with Phil White. It was a crazy time, that last year of the war. We thought we’d ship out and kick our habits at sea, but we ended up getting as much morphine as we could possibly use out of the ship’s pharmacy, and by the time we got back, our habits were worse than ever before.”

Huncke closed his eyes again and gently rocked back and forth on his bed.

“We were living in this apartment on Henry Street under the bridge, and there was this guy we heard about from up around Columbia. We heard he had this sawed-off shotgun to sell and these morphine syrettes—and one day Burroughs just strolled in, dressed like the president of a bank. I thought he might have been a cop; imagine my surprise when he wanted to shoot up with us, so I obliged him and gave him his very first pop. Oh, yes. I’ll never forget what he said, ‘Well, now, that’s very interesting,’ like some scientist doing research or something. It didn’t take long for him to come back for more, and that was how I came to meet them all—Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg—just kids, really, looking to get high. Who could have ever imagined they’d become so famous and have the impact they did?”

Huncke took another hit and laughed softly. Kerouac and Cassady died back in the Sixties, and soon Ginsberg and Burroughs would be gone as well. Huncke would live out his last days in a room in the Chelsea Hotel paid for by the Grateful Dead through the Rex Foundation. He was the last living connection to a part of our past that we had always sought to disavow and bury in jails—the time of the old schmeckers like Louie the Lip and Crazy Ozzie, Harry Anslinger and reefer madness. Despite his talent as a writer, he might very well have remained another faceless junkie and petty thief, ended up another unmarked grave in potter’s field, had his orbit not intersected with that of a group whose lives and literature would change as a result of meeting this lifelong drug addict “ready to introduce new worlds with a shrug.”

“Oh, it’s quite a story, dope in America! Oh, yes, indeed!” He took yet another hit. “Sure you don’t want a blast?”

II. Lover Man and the Ultimate Truth

PERHAPS IT WAS FITTING that when Charlie “Bird” Parker arrived at J. P. McGregor Studio in Hollywood on Monday, July 29, 1946, to record his version of “Lover Man”—the song that would make such an impression on a young junkie named Herbert Huncke—he was so strung out he was barely able to stand.

Written by Roger “Ram” Ramirez, the song had first been recorded by Billie Holiday in October 1944 and had become a hit for her in May 1945. Bird had already done a version of it with Dizzy Gillespie for Savoy. Like Bird, Billie Holiday had developed an enormous capacity for handfuls of pills and alcohol and marijuana, but what had begun with opium in her coffee had graduated to full-blown heroin addiction by the time of the release of her version of the song. When Bird recorded his own cover of the song for Dial, Lady Day’s habit had been roaring for several years. She was never without her dope, which she carried in a bag rolled up at the top of her stocking, along with a needle and a razor blade, tying off with a stocking around in her arm in her dressing room before every show. If “Lover Man” personified how Billie Holiday would become every bit as famous for her problems as for her talent, Bird’s version of the song would now encompass a similar destiny.

The name Bird, for Yardbird, came from a couple of dead chickens Parker found in the road on his way to a date with the Jay McShann Orchestra. Parker had scooped up the dead birds and asked the lady at the boardinghouse if she would be so kind as to cook them. The nickname would follow him for the rest of his days. What would also follow him was a reputation for consuming prodigious amounts of drugs and alcohol and for having the kind of passion for life and music that would devour him like a steadily raging brushfire. Even as a young man, Parker was known to have sat Buddha-like in a room over the course of a day, devouring an immense bucket of chicken, a reefer dangling from his lips as he swallowed handfuls of Benzedrine and drained a fifth of whiskey and a woman knelt between his legs fellating him, a spike sticking in his arm as he jacked heroin into a vein—and then he would get up on a stage and, by some process of wizardry and genius, all of it would metabolize and take pure and transcendental flight into music of such brilliance and originality that it would leave his fellow musicians openmouthed with wonder.

As surely as reefer had come to be associated with swing, heroin would mark the transition from swing to bop. Bird would make the drug as much a part of the genesis of the music as the flatted fifth of the diatonic scale or Thelonious Monk’s black beret and crazy windowpane glasses and strange little shuffle. Heroin was with him on that very night in 1939 when he jumped a train in the Kansas City freight yard heading north to Chicago, carrying little else but the habit he had acquired as a sixteen-year-old alto player during that first spreading of the drug from the East Coast to the cities of the Midwest. It was there with him during those visionary mornings with Dizzy and Monk and Kenny Clarke in the basement of Minton’s Playhouse as bebop was being invented in jam sessions with the excitable unpredictability and propulsion of neurons firing across some uncharted musical synapse. It was with him in the twilight unreality of 52nd Street at its wartime peak, when Bird and Dizzy moved down to the Three Deuces to showcase the music for the first time and perform tunes like “Salt Peanuts,” “Groovin’ High,” and “Dizzy Atmosphere.” When Diz struck a deal to bring his sextet out to Billy Berg’s in Los Angeles, Bird’s habit followed him out to the West Coast, where for the first time he had to deal with his unsparing appetite for the drug in a place where he didn’t know the ropes.

By that time, Parker had been an addict for a solid decade, and his habit would brook no interruption in his use of the drug. The cost of heroin in Los Angeles was high and the drug scarce. Bird managed to hook up with a dealer named Emry Byrd, known colorfully along Central Avenue as Moose the Mooche. A paraplegic in a wheelchair, Moose would appear at designated times in alleys outside the clubs, and as soon as Bird found him, his entire existence began to revolve around their assignations, much to Dizzy Gillespie’s continuing dismay. After Gillespie had to drop Parker from the band in April 1945, and Moose the Mooche was busted and dispatched to San Quentin, wheelchair and all, the panic was on. Not only was Bird broke, but he was also strung out in a way he had never experienced before. He was soon living in the garage of trumpet player Howard McGhee.

“He was always up,” McGhee remembered. “I went there five o’clock in the morning, he was up. I went there twelve o’clock during the day, he was up. I’d go eight o’clock in the morning, he was up. Every time I went over there he was up. I said, ‘Damn, when this guy sleep?’ He was taking Benzedrine and all that stuff…. Oh man he could take some—he really could. I seen him take a handful of Benzedrine like that. I don’t know how his system stood it. Look like it would stop his heart. Any other man, it would. I know a lot of cats tried to act like him, and they found them lyin’ on the side of the road somewhere, fuckin’ with shit like Bird was.”

In this condition, all Bird could do was lie on his back, listening to Bartók and Stravinsky. He became so desperate that McGhee finally went to Ross Russell of Dial on Bird’s behalf and begged him for a recording date. “That’s why I went to Ross and said, ‘We’d better do something, ’cause this cat is uptight.’…He said, ‘Okay.’ So we set up the date. But Bird couldn’t find nobody with no shit, and he was trying to make it off alcohol.”

To stave off the horrible symptoms of heroin withdrawal, Bird consumed large quantities of whiskey, but what made his condition even worse on the day of his recording date was that somebody had given him a handful of Benzedrine tablets. Thinking the pills were goofballs, he swallowed them like candy, but instead of bringing relief, the drugs had just booted up his already overstretched nervous system to the breaking point. What emerged on record was the ragged document of a man’s pain, the raw agony of his soul. Charlie Parker played with everything he had left in him, and you can hear him foundering, drowning, and breaking inside.

After one final attempt at a fast song, “The Gypsy,” all Bird could do was crumple into a chair. With the advance from the session, Howard McGhee got him a room at the Cecil Hotel. That night he came stumbling through the lobby twice without his pants on and later fell asleep in his room while smoking a cigarette. In the ensuing chaos of the smoke and flames from the burning mattress, members of the LAPD showed up, and when Bird protested their presence, he was blackjacked, handcuffed, and dragged away. “That night, after he got a shot of dope at the hospital, he was cool,” McGhee recollected.

When the producer Ross Russell finally found him five days later, Bird was handcuffed to an iron cot in the psychiatric ward of the L.A. County Jail. McGhee and Ross persuaded a sympathetic judge to have him committed to Camarillo State Hospital, but when he came out after six months, nothing about his behavior had changed. His return to New York marked the beginning of his grace period, 1947–48, when he would appear at the Royal Roost and record with the famous quintet of Miles Davis on trumpet, Duke Jordan on piano, Tommy Potter on bass, and Max Roach on drums. It was during this time that the legend of Charlie Parker began to coalesce.

Bird would become many things to many people: the large man with the stentorian voice and the gold-toothed smile lumbering down the streets at dawn in a perpetually rumpled brown pinstriped suit, who always carried his mouthpiece in his pocket along with a pistol, flush with a roll of cash one minute, bumming money the next, loving his family but having sex with three or four different women a day, falling asleep in someone’s armchair or riding subways all night because he had no place to go, loving life with total passion and doing everything possible to destroy himself. Parker would lock himself in a bathroom with his works and emerge to break through the sound barrier, playing sets that left people wondering how a human being could conjure such sublime music, and then he’d walk around the corner to a bar only to be called a lowlife nigger by some bartender. Composers like Ravel and Prokofiev wrote him the most gushing letters of praise, yet he could barely make a living from his own recordings.

As Parker defined the aesthetic of jazz that would become known as bebop, his name would come to mean much more: the Bird who soared, the Bird of unpredictable migratory patterns, the Bird of fierce beauty, the Bird who was free. The true power of his metaphor was about freedom, musical and otherwise. Poets, painters, dancers, writers, actors, filmmakers, and philosophers began to cite him as their inspiration, as the catalyst for their own breakthroughs. The cultural philosophy that he would come to exemplify during the period of his great comeback was designated as hip, a word that presented as many meanings in the underground culture as cool. Many writers of the time would seek to define the hipster, but all could agree that Charlie Parker seemed the ultimate living expression of hip.

The hipster “is to the Second World War what the Dadaist was to the First,” wrote the jazz impresario Robert Reisner. “He is amoral, anarchistic, gentle, and over-civilized to the point of decadence…. He knows the hypocrisy of bureaucracy, the hatred implicit in religions—so what values are left for him?—except to go through life avoiding pain, keep his emotions in check, and after that, ‘be cool’ and look for kicks. He is looking for something that transcends all this bullshit and finds it in jazz.”

The use of heroin would spread in direct proportion to the cult of Charlie Parker, and by 1948 Bird was at his most dazzling. “Music is your own experience, your thoughts, your wisdom,” he declared. “If you don’t live it, it won’t come out of your horn. They teach you there’s a boundary line to music. But, man, there’s no boundary line to art.”

If musicians became willing to indulge in his vices because they thought it might make them play like Bird, many would now also pursue them because they thought it might make them feel like Bird. Ross Russell had released “Lover Man,” and though Bird would never forgive him for releasing music that he felt was far from his best, perhaps nothing did more to weave the mighty legend of Charlie Parker. The record became the testimonial of a man who had not only looked deep into the abyss but had crawled inside it to play his horn with all the naked truth his soul could muster. “Lover Man” seemed stunning proof that Bird had lived the pain and dissolution of his way of life and had wrested from it the triumph of great art. In fact, it seemed as if Charlie Parker could keep doing whatever he wanted to do, as if he could keep coming back and playing more brilliantly no matter how savagely he abused himself. The myth of “Lover Man” would therefore always entail at its core the image of a righteous dope fiend and the romantic notion that somehow heroin and all the pain and melancholy and self-obliteration it involved might fuel and authenticate and ensure the creative growth of the music called bebop. It was a peculiar and compelling myth that would provide heroin with a dark glamour, along with an irresistible mystique of creativity and freedom. Many would become inflamed and infected by its appeal. For the piano player Hampton Hawes, it started before Bird had even left Los Angeles, where the musicians would whistle the first three notes of “Parker’s Mood” as their secret signal to let each other know that they wanted to cop.

“When I came early one night he motioned me to follow him up to his room,” Hawes recalled. “I waded through piles of sandwich papers, beer cans and liquor bottles. I watched him line up and take down eleven shots of whiskey, pop a handful of bennies, then tie up, smoking a joint at the same time. He sweated like a horse for five minutes, got up, put on his suit and a half hour later was on the bandstand playing strong and beautiful…. Those of us who were affected the strongest felt we’d be willing to do anything to warm ourselves by that fire, get some of that grease pumping through our veins. He fucked up all our minds. It was where the ultimate truth was.”

III. The Eye Altering Alters All

WILLIAM BURROUGHS eventually took Herbert Huncke up to the rambling six-room apartment at 419 West 115th Street, where the whole group seemed to live and congregate. Huncke had never seen a group of people like that before, always carrying on, arguing, rushing into the apartment and declaiming lines from books and poems, addressing one another by literary references. Everything was like a scene from a play, everything a “Dostoyevskian confrontation,” or a “Kafkaesque situation or horror.” Huncke began to view them as “Oscar Wilde types, witty, acerbic—vitriolic in their sarcasm. I didn’t understand a lot of what they were talking about.”

What Huncke understood perfectly well, however, was their interest in drugs. Though uncomfortable, he was flattered by their interest in him. He had always used his mouth and wits to get by and now found himself in with a group of people who placed a premium on those very skills. Astonished to find himself accepted by these people, Huncke willingly told them the story of his life, and when he had exhausted that, he began to show them the story of his life. Huncke was a born storyteller, and the world of his stories was the world of illicit drugs. And so they started to follow him down to Times Square, to the buckets of blood along Eighth Avenue and the infamous Angler Bar, where a small underground population of drug users mixed with criminals and people of every conceivable sexual persuasion, and they all became the same.

To Allen Ginsberg, the sharp-witted, jug-eared, bespectacled nineteen-year-old student who was caught in the throes of deep and thorny questions about his sexual identity and what he wanted to do with his life, Huncke appeared like some Virgilian guide to a new underworld, the connection to an entire subterranean population of outlaws, rebels, nihilists, outsiders, eccentrics, bohemians, romantics, artists, dreamers, adventurers, cultural experimenters, self-explorers, hedonists, spiritual seekers, thrill merchants, and black marketeers. Ginsberg’s fascination with these people and the mind-altering substances they used became increasingly fervent. “There was really no place to even go to get any reliable information on drugs and their effects at the time,” noted the poet. “The only place to look was in the foreign literature, in literary terms. But in terms of popular information? In America, there was nothing. It was really quite amazing. I had heard about marijuana, for example, but I could never seem to come across any.”

Before long, Ginsberg found some Puerto Rican seamen who sold him some pot. The first time he got really high—“a red letter day in my life”—he felt himself floating in a boundless universe of automobiles going up and down the streets very slowly and traffic jams and people walking between the cars and cops with whistles and people walking dogs and restaurants in the middle of what had transmuted into some vast robot megalopolis that seemed inside a great universe of brilliant blinking lights. Unable to tell the difference between north and south, he was frightened at first as he tried to make sense of what seemed like radical changes in his perception of time and space. Just parking the car was a monumental challenge, and when he and Walter Adams finally got it squared away, they walked into an ice-cream parlor at a corner of Broadway, sat down at a round table, and ordered a black-and-white sundae.

“This great plate of white ice cream just appeared—huge, round, beautiful, creamy—this great mound of snow-like ice cream but absolutely sweet and pure and clean and bright,” he remembered. “It had some thick, great-tasting, hot, steaming chocolate syrup on top of it, which, when touching the cold ice cream, formed a kind of hard, chewy candy. And I’ll never forget putting a spoon into it and putting it into my mouth. What an amazing taste it had! I don’t think I ever truly appreciated what an outstanding invention a black and white ice cream sundae was—and how cheap it was, too!”

Halfway through the sundae, Ginbserg experienced the whole place swaying back and forth. The lights were dazzling, the sky seemed infinite, the plate-glass windows of the restaurant showed people walking back and forth with their dogs, smiling, chattering away, one of them weeping. “It all just seemed so perfectly joyful and gay and what came upon me at that moment in time was…the only way to describe it was that it was all like one great shattering moment of synchronicity!”

Ginsberg’s experience of that single black-and-white sundae had been every bit as powerful as Burroughs’s first shot of dope or Kerouac’s first taste of benny, but his visit to the Metropolitan Museum shortly thereafter to view an exhibition of the paintings of Paul Cézanne would be just as significant. “I was studying art at the time, and made sure to take along a couple of sticks of grass and smoked some before going in, and there they were, the Cézannes. I kept staring at them, and somehow, just looking at them in that state of consciousness I was able to discern his use of space, really understand his use of hot colors advancing and cold colors receding—‘eyeball kicks,’ I later called it in Howl—optical consciousness. I would later come to understand it in Buddhist terms as maya, maya sensory space. Cézanne was very conscious of that optical space, and marijuana had sensitized me to that precise awareness or mindfulness, and so I’ll always thank it for leading me to the paintings, into modern optics—the same eyeball experiments that led into cubism, or through Paul Klee into the magic squares. For me it was only the beginning of the exploration of the senses, the first scratchings of the Buddhist meditation exercises I would learn—the actual observation of how the senses operate, and the exploration of the wall of the senses of sight, smell, sound, taste, touch and mind.”

Smoking marijuana may have created sensory openings that Allen Ginsberg would always identify as “educational” in his life, but the experience would also foster a paranoia that would become equally important in framing his attitudes about the substance. In the years ahead, he would experience the awesome “fear and trembling” that came simply from being in that state of mind and sensing the enormity of the universe, as well as the attendant paranoia connected to exploring the illegal unknown. “Remember, there was always the association of what society was laying on you, the notion of the ‘dope fiend.’ If you altered consciousness, there was something wrong with you, and I would often find myself pondering the official terminologies and implications of just what it meant to be a ‘fiend,’ which is a very strange, horrific, almost science fiction distortion of reality, wicked and diabolically cruel. If you smoked marijuana back there in the 1940s, you couldn’t help but be affected by this giant official government propaganda machine called the Federal Bureau of Narcotics because you found it in the media everywhere you looked.”

And so that was the ambiance in which it began for them, Ginsberg, Burroughs, Kerouac, and soon Neal Cassady, when he showed up. “Oh, we knew the trouble we could get into, but the curiosity and what it had to offer far outweighed the dangers, it seemed. So we began smoking marijuana when we could find it, and putting Benzedrine in our chewing gum, and going down to Times Square.”

The Times Square night seemed endlessly vast to them as they stood, righteously stoned, under the great neon Pokerino sign and the huge billboards of the man blowing smoke rings and the black washerwoman bending over the tub with the suds flowing out. The pulsing red neon would cast a surreal apocalyptic glow over the multitudes of people and cars until the sense of a dying postnuclear world, of “the storm just begun” and “the Great Molecular Comedown,” became chillingly palpable. As a result of those altered states, Ginsberg and Kerouac began to develop the “panoramic awareness” that would become such a philosophical and artistic touchstone for both of them: the holiness of the street and the sacredness of all the people walking it, no matter how lowly, the idea that Times Square was one giant room “hanging in space,” the perpetual awareness of the infinite universe surrounding them. It was at this point that they began referring to themselves as ghosts—“Hello, drunken ghost” or “What have you got to say tonight, old phantom?”

Others had fought in the battles, but it would become the peculiar lot of Burroughs, Ginsberg, Kerouac, and Cassady to perceive and digest the meaning and magnitude of the Second World War, the Holocaust, the dropping of the atomic bomb, and the bitter, uneasy peace that followed, as they experimented with drug-induced altered states of consciousness. From the outset, there had been strong intellectual and artistic motivations behind their pursuit of drugs—what Ginsberg would later call “the ancient heavenly connection” in Howl. All of those forces moving them toward drugs had been swirling around them since 1945, during the initial conjunction of the group around Columbia University.

To begin with, there was “the New Vision,” which the group had so passionately discussed in the heavy oak booths of the West End Gate or hunched over coffee in the cafeterias of Times Square. As formulated by Lucien Carr, another Columbia student, from his reading of revolutionary poets like Rimbaud and Baudelaire, the New Vision put forth the notion that “self-expression” was the highest form of art and that the writer would, in essence, create literature out of his individual mind and experience. Rather than be limited by strictures of language or morality or any styles of established literature or beholden to any notion that art should serve some higher purpose like the welfare of society or some moral good, the writer would, as Rimbaud had suggested, experience a supreme reality through le dérèglement de tous les sens—“a derangement of the senses”—thereby allowing him to define such things as beauty and horror directly through his own experience. From Rimbaud, the group also derived the concept of the seasons, during which they would all go through similar phases of development, and from Baudelaire, this maxim: Plonger au fond du gouffre, Enfer ou Ciel, qu’importe?—“To plunge to the bottom of the gulf, Hell or Heaven, what does it matter?”

From William Blake had come still another crucial phrase in their developing sensibility about the use of drugs—“the eye altering alters all”—the notion that change in consciousness was not only a means to an end but an end unto itself. From Jean Cocteau and others, they adopted the scientific, personal approach to drugs and their effects, which would involve extensive note taking and discussion and the acceptance of drug taking as a legitimate avenue of self-expression. From French Romantic writers and poets like Théophile Gautier, Gérard de Nerval, Victor Hugo, Balzac, and others in the Paris of the 1840s came the idea of a society, the famous Club des Haschischins, revolving around the ingestion of substances like hashish to enhance their creative sensibilities.

But no book was more influential than Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West. Implicit in the Spenglerian view of the ineluctable decay and demise of Western civilization in the grand cycle of history is the seed of an antiestablishment perspective that would color virtually everything the group did as they came to experience altered states of consciousness and consider the corruption and darkness of the postwar world.

As the members of the group took these disparate influences and synthesized them into their own experience, they evolved them into kicks—another of those words, like cool and hip, that had direct origins in jazz and the underground use of drugs and would eventually become a staple of the pop vernacular. Kicks could seem like mindless excursions in the pursuit of pure sensation and pleasure, but there would always be method in the madness. In the existential emptiness of the Spenglerian world as they perceived it, kicks would always seem a valid substitute for the rubble of past philosophies, moralities, and aesthetics; drug kicks, especially, seemed a proven shortcut, a potent method of cleansing the palate so that the world could be experienced anew. Therefore, exactly as the French Romantics had evolved the manifesto of art for art’s sake, so would this little group of aspiring writers naturally expand this aesthetic philosophy to include drugs for art’s sake.

“From the beginning, it wasn’t a party drug scene,” Ginsberg elaborated. “It was aesthetic, more of a curiosity as to the nature, the texture, of consciousness itself. So from 1945 on, we began experimenting—myself, Burroughs, Kerouac, Herbert Huncke—with Benzedrine inhalers. Those were pretty interesting, but from the beginning I was leery of amphetamines because after the sixth, seventh hour, there would be complete mental chaos. I quickly found out that I could hardly write under them because your mind got so tangled, but Kerouac would find that he could write whole novels on them.”

Kerouac began taking more and more Benzedrine, staying up for days at a time, wandering around the city, furiously taking notes for his first novel, a tapestry that would contrast this life he had come to know in the city with the life of his boyhood in Lowell, Massachusetts. “Benny has made me see a lot,” he wrote Ginsberg in November of 1945. “The process of intensifying awareness naturally leads to an overflow of old notions, and voilà, new material wells up like water following its proper level, and makes itself evident at the brim of consciousness. Brand new water!”

By the end of 1946, Burroughs had taken his first bust for narcotics, and Kerouac had fallen ill with thrombophlebitis from excessive Benzedrine use and drinking. Within the year, Kerouac would complete his first novel, The Town and the City. Burroughs emerges in the book as Dennison, “with his baby son in one hand and a hypo in another, a marvelous sight”; Ginsberg, as the mad young poet Levinsky, “one of the strangest and most curiously exalted youngsters” one could ever know, who stands in Times Square and predicts, “ ‘You’ll see the great tycoons of industry suddenly falling apart and going mad, you’ll see preachers in the pulpit suddenly exploding—there’ll be marijuana fumes seeping out of the Stock Exchange!’ ”

It was a vision of America that seemed wildly far-fetched, with the mushroom clouds of the Second World War barely settled and the soldiers returning to resume building the great American Century. But within that first season of drugs, Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, and William Burroughs had all encountered the consciousness-altering substances that over the next ten years of alienation and gestation and wandering would become central vehicles in the creation of a body of work that would make the image of marijuana fumes seeping out of the Stock Exchange seem not only plausible but prophetic.

IV. Looking for Bird

AS SOON AS DIZZY GILLESPIE announced the event to celebrate the return of Charlie Parker to New York, Jackie McLean begged his stepfather to let him go. McLean was pressed tightly in the crowd on that February night in 1947 with his stepfather and Jelly, his best friend from up the street. Dressed in his sharpest clothes, McLean grew more and more restless as the hours passed. He knew he had to be in school the next day, and if Bird was too late, his stepfather was going to send him home. Bird was coming home from California, home from Camarillo, home to stay, and Jackie McLean, sixteen years old and the owner of a brand-new alto saxophone, was not about to miss it.

Like many young men of his neighborhood and generation, McLean had been looking for Bird since 1946. He had gown up in Sugar Hill, in a neighborhood that was steeped in jazz like a delicious roast simmering in rich gravy. His father, a guitar player, had died when McLean was six, and his stepfather owned a popular record shop at 141st and Eighth Avenue that carried all the latest sides. As a boy, he had been used to seeing the likes of Nat King Cole, Duke Ellington, Arnett Cobb, and had even thrown snowballs at Don Redman. White kids might have had heroes like Zorro, but he had Max and Dizzy and Prez, and from the first time he ever heard Charlie Parker play, he had been looking for Bird. By the age of fifteen, he knew that he would play an alto saxophone and play it for the rest of his life.

“So many people say the same thing,” observed McLean, today a professor of music at the University of Hartford and one of the true elder statesmen of jazz. “They heard Charlie Parker, and it just drew them from one place to another, mentally, in so many ways. That’s exactly how it was with me. Walter Bishop says the same thing. He was walking down the street when he was in the army, and he passed a bar and he heard this music playing and he stopped and looked in at the jukebox to see who it was, and it was Bird, ‘Shaw ’Nuff’ or one of those early things he did with Dizzy, and he put another coin in and hit that song, and from that day on he was looking for Bird.”

The place to look for Bird at the time was down on 52nd Street, and McLean had gone down there to look for him in exactly the same way that Bird had looked for Lester Young back in 1936 in Kansas City. The search went beyond music. McLean was looking for Bird culturally, emotionally, spiritually, metaphorically, looking for his meaning as well as his music—“I’d run down there just to hear him warm up, just to hear him hit one note.”

The year before, 1946, on a trip to Los Angeles, McLean had gone looking for Bird and had almost found him. “I went out there with my friend Jelly. We went for a walk far away from the house after lunch so we could have a smoke. We were walking along, and all of sudden I could hear Bird playing. The music was coming from an apartment somewhere, and we followed it and just stood there and heard him practicing, coming out of a window. ‘Wow, he must live here!’ It was like the most coincidental thing that could have ever happened to me. ‘Man, let’s remember the street and come back here tonight and ring the bell!’

“That night after dinner we went back, and we heard the record Jazz at the Philharmonic coming from the apartment this time, and we rang the bell, and Howard McGhee, the trumpet player, opened the door. I said, ‘Oh, man, are you Howard McGhee?’ ‘Yeah, who are you?’ ‘I’m Jackie and this is Jelly. We thought we heard Charlie Parker practicing here before.’ ‘Yeah, he stays here sometime. What do you want?’ ‘Well, I play alto, and we know that record Jazz at the Philharmonic.’ He was surprised because we were just kids. ‘Come in,’ he said. And when we walked in, we saw these three guys on the couch. They were slumped over, nodding. There was another guy in the bathroom, looking in the mirror. His eyes were like two pinpoints, man. The lights were way down low, and everybody was really out of it. We stayed and listened to the record for a little while—and then I got scared. It was a very strange feeling. I had never seen anything like that before in my life.”

And so it was that Jackie McLean came to find himself in the audience at Small’s Paradise. By 11:00 p.m., he was beginning to despair because his stepfather was just about to tell him to leave when there was commotion at the door and Bird strode in with his wife, Doris. The place erupted in screams and cheers as Bird headed for the stage.

“Bird, you don’t have a horn with you,” McLean heard the announcer say. “No, I don’t,” Bird replied, and before Jackie heard him say another word, he saw the alto sax come sliding across the small dance floor. He couldn’t see who had flung the horn like that, but it looked as if it had come out of nowhere, like some beautiful celestial trophy gleaming in the stage lights—and in one graceful motion, Bird scooped up it and started blowing “Cool Blues.”

McLean was ready to leave after that one song. He had seen exactly what he had come to see and walked home knowing he would remember the moment for the rest of his life.

It was right around the time of Bird’s return that Jackie McLean also remembered first becoming aware of heroin in the neighborhood. “I would go to a party, and I would see some of my friends nodding. I had one friend. Someone said to me, ‘He’s bangin’.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ ‘Well, you know, man, that was what was wrong with Bird when he made the record ‘Lover Man.’ And all of a sudden it began to register. That’s when I first started seeing it in my neighborhood. And from the very beginning, in the neighborhood and in my own mind, it was associated with Bird. Then Sonny Rollins and a bunch of the guys that were just a year or two older than me—there were rumors that they were doing this new thing. And then up on 164th Street, there were things happening, people who knew about it, talking about it. It was suddenly just there, the first big influx of it, beginning to pour into Harlem, and it seemed to come out of nowhere.”

McLean’s long transit through drugs began at the age of sixteen with a one-and-one snort while playing at a Sunday-afternoon cocktail sip at a bar on 145th Street during that time when young men in his neighborhood began reaching for dope the way Bird had snatched up that glowing alto sax at Small’s Paradise. It was the same story for all of them: snorting led to a snorting habit, which led to shooting—taking skin, as they called it—which led to a shooting habit, which led to that dreadful and decisive moment when the monkey of addiction was fully recognized. McLean’s first big recording session was a Prestige date on October 5, 1951. Considered something of a musical prodigy from a young age, he was taken under the wing of Bud Powell. After Powell introduced him to Miles Davis, Miles asked him to record with Sonny Rollins, Walter Bishop Jr., Tommy Potter, and Art Blakey. The session was notable because it was one of the first to use the new microgroove technology, which would free musicians from the strictures imposed by the three-minute limit of 78 r.p.m. records and allow them to record compositions at whatever length they chose. But if microgoove technology represented new freedom, the heroin that by that time had overtaken the lives of each musician there meant something else. McLean had written a song called “Dig” that was going to be recorded that day, a song that if nothing else illustrated the pervasive influence of his idol, Charlie Parker. He was excited and nervous enough as it was, but what made it worse was that he couldn’t get any heroin that day, had arrived at the studio in a junk panic, and was completely unnerved to see Parker himself seated in the control room to observe the session.

“I ran down there, and by the time I arrived, I was sick, and everybody else like Sonny Rollins was high. It made it so hard. The drugs got you straight so you could do something, anything. It was strange; it felt like it had all come full circle in a way. At the beginning, Bird recorded ‘Lover Man’ when he was so sick, and here I was at nineteen come to record for the first time in a big session, and I was sick, too—and there was Bird, sitting right there! I’d had a shot four, five that morning, but by that afternoon it was starting to get bad, and right after the session was over, I ran and cashed the check and scored. I was already into pawning my horn, pawning everything I could get my hands on. That’s how I became a junkie, and that was only the beginning of it.”

McLean was now part of a hip brotherhood, all from different family backgrounds, playing different instruments, with different personalities and tastes: Max Roach, Miles Davis, John Coltrane, Philly Joe Jones, Dexter Gordon, Art Blakey. It mattered how you looked in this group. Mephistophelian goatees were in. Dark wraparound shades. The kind of berets worn by Left Bank artists and intellectuals. Dark suits with white-on-white shirts. Silk ties. Marcelled hair with double-dip pompadours…Of course, there were plenty of white boys, too: J. R. Montrose, Gerry Mulligan, Red Rodney, Zoot Sims, Al Cohn, a whole other crew out on the West Coast that included Art Pepper, Chet Baker, Stan Getz, Anita O’Day. The list goes on and on: Tadd Dameron, Sonny Stitt, Gene Ammons, James Moody, J. J. Johnson. They represented the best and brightest young modern jazz artists that their generation had to offer, and by 1950, only three years after Bird had returned from California, they were all stone hard-core junkies themselves.

Dope was a whole way of life, like living inside a walled city with those of your own kind, where you could make up your own language and create your own set of rules. “That’s right, and you didn’t have to be a musician to be in that club, either,” McLean pointed out. “I had plenty of buddies who followed the music, and they ended up getting strung out, too. It was us against the world, and it had no racial lines.”

“That was our badge,” Red Rodney explained to Ira Gitler. “It was the thing that made us different from the rest of the world. It was the thing that said, ‘We know, you don’t know.’ It was the thing that gave us membership in a unique club, and for this membership, we gave up everything else in the world. Every ambition. Every desire. Everything. It ruined most of the people. It turned out that the drugs had to be done away with and if it had to kill many of us, it was a lesson.”

The lesson would be a hard one to learn, and for many a long time coming. Life with heroin would change everyone as surely as Chet Baker’s beautiful young face would become ravaged, transfigured by his life of addiction, like a hipster-junkie version of The Picture of Dorian Gray. The craving necessity of a constant supply alone would drive many to crime and humiliation and self-destruction. Sonny Stitt would steal and pawn every musician’s horn he could get his hands on; Red Rodney would invent elaborate criminal scams that involved check machines and faked deaths; Stan Getz would walk brazenly into a Seattle pharmacy and try to hold up the place. Some, like Miles and Jackie and Dexter Gordon, would somehow manage to look clean and togged out in their suits no matter how strung out they were; others, like Sonny Rollins, would appear unkempt, hollow eyed.

But as different as they looked, there were certain experiences that all would come to know intimately. Smooth dealers like Pensicola and Collar. The going prices for wristwatches and rings and instruments in pawnshops across the United States. How to fix anywhere at a moment’s breathless opportunity like the piano player Joe Albany, who could duck out between sets at the Three Deuces, race up to 110th Street, cop, cook up in a bent spoon, tie up and shoot up in the back of a cab hurtling down Fifth Avenue, and be back in time to play the next set without missing a beat. The heat of narco persecution with constant spot checks by police for needle marks and strip searches at bus and railway stations and in alleys outside clubs. What it was like to be thrown junk sick into kick tanks and prison cells and to have their cabaret licenses revoked so that they would be deprived of income at the worst possible moments of addiction. Salt shots and ice cubes on testicles after near-fatal overdoses. Hospital beds and rooftop nods. Dope-sick dawns and the desperation of dope panics. In their hip secret society, they would gaze at the square world with heavy-lidded eyes of irony and disdain and play their music as if nothing else in the world mattered. As surely as jazz is a deeply personal art form peopled by great artists who at their best are reaching deep into themselves to access and let forth the heart cry of their deepest emotions, they would create a classic American music that dripped with the profound isolation and pathos of the life around heroin and smoldered with all of its dark romanticism and melancholy: the onset of the cravings, the desolate loneliness of the search, the blissful relief of the shot, the anguish of withdrawal. Some, like Miles and Coltrane and Sonny Rollins, would kick, freeing themselves from the fetters of dope in what seemed like mythic modern-jazz versions of Booker T. Washington’s Up from Slavery, experiencing quantum creative leaps and changing the direction of the music in the process. Others would perish and in death become even more legendary.

As for Harlem itself, within only a few years the whole place changed. Nobody would recognize the difference more than Charlie Parker. The heroin that Parker had copped in Los Angeles from Moose the Mooche back in 1945 was a crude Mexican product that had dribbled over the border in piddling amounts. Now when Parker needed to cop, he was flabbergasted by how much dope there was on the street and how easy it was to get it. “Man, why do you think we’ve got two bars on every street?” he once wondered aloud to Max Roach. “Why is it we can cop drugs anytime we want to? You can buy drugs and whiskey before you can buy milk!”

Had he been privy to the details, the answer to Parker’s question of how heroin had come to flood the neighborhoods of Harlem and created what many would call the first drug epidemic in modern American history would have seemed like a fiendish plot devised to victimize a generation of unsuspecting African American teenagers that involved foreign nations, the cold war, the intelligence agencies of France and the United States, the mafia’s organization of the global heroin trade, the history of the prohibition of narcotics in America, evolving public attitudes and policies regarding the treatment of drug addiction, and corrupt New York City narcotics police.

In fact, what Parker observed was only the most visible element in a drama that began on the plains of Turkey and in the mountains of Asia, where opium poppies were harvested and turned into opium base, which was moved into Lebanon, where it came under the supervision of wealthy and powerful men who bribed public officials so that it could be shipped in boats that would be met by fishing trawlers from Palermo, then smuggled into the fishing villages along the rugged coastline of Sicily, and finally moved to Marseilles, which, by the early 1950s, had become the world’s busiest processing center of heroin under the protection of the Corsican syndicates.

Had Parker been able to trace even one of the packages from its source to the streets of Harlem, he would have been astounded to discover a vast distribution maze though Europe involving thousands of people as the heroin was concealed in fruits, vegetables, candy, furniture, and crates of wax oranges that were shipped to Canada or prerevolutionary Cuba, where Meyer Lansky had ingratiated himself with the dictator Fulgencio Batista, and then to Florida, where Santos Trafficante provided distribution and muscle as the dope made its way up to New York. There it would arrive in shipments of twenty to one hundred kilos and come into the hands of the five big crime families—Bonanno, Colombo, Genovese, Gambino, Lucchese—who were responsible for selling 95 percent of the heroin that came into the United States. The families would divide the heroin into wholesale lots and control it all the way down through three levels of distribution, until it reached the street, where its value would have increased tenfold. Whatever wasn’t sold in New York would be moved out to St. Louis, Chicago, and Kansas City in false-bottomed trucks, cans of sardines, barrels of olive oil, wheels of caciocavallo cheese. The man who controlled it all, Charles “Lucky” Luciano, would never lay eyes on the dope, only the colossal amounts of money that Meyer Lansky would move through an intricate system of transfers back to Swiss bank accounts, where it was well beyond the reach of the IRS, the FBI, and everyone else.

Of course, why the Men of Honor had chosen Harlem as the marketplace for their product was simple enough. In one memorable scene of The Godfather, the heads of the families are sitting around the table making their peace after a mob war, debating the pros and cons of the new business of heroin. “So what if they lose their souls,” says one crime boss about putting the drugs in the black neighborhoods. “They’re animals anyway.”

V. The Season of Wild Form

“SOMEDAY I’M GOING to write a huge Dostoyevskyan novel about all of us,” Jack Kerouac proclaimed in a letter to John Holmes during his sojourn in Mexico City in 1952. “If I could only stick to novels long enough to tell a few good big stories, what I am beginning to discover now is something beyond the novel and beyond the arbitrary confines of the story…into the realms of revealed Picture…revealed whatever…revelated prose…wild form, man, wild form…Wild Form’s the only form that holds what I have to say—my mind is exploding to say something about every image and every memory in it…at this time in my life I’m making myself sick to find the wild form that can grow with my wild heart.”

Kerouac’s hunger for “wild form” arose from his deep desire to create a new kind of writing that could somehow encompass the possibility of the pure emotional “cry” of jazz, as well as his belief as a writer that the truth existed in the movement “from moment to moment, incomprehensible, ungraspable, but terribly clear,” and that its rush across the brain would force him “to catch the fresh dream, the fresh thought,” as though he were “a fisherman of the deep with old, partially useful nets.”

It was a style that began to evolve almost from the very first appearance of Neal Cassady, who showed up in New York at the beginning of 1947, twenty years old and standing buck naked in a doorway when Kerouac first saw him—“a young Gene Autry—trim, thin-hipped, blue eyed with a real Oklahoma accent—a sideburned hero of the snowy West.”

Allen Ginsberg had met Cassady in the West End. Cassady didn’t make much of an impression on that occasion, but the second time was very different indeed. Ginsberg was there on January 10, 1947, when Kerouac brought Cassady over to an apartment in Spanish Harlem to smoke pot for the first time. It was a night that would change the course of their lives—the first of hundreds of all-night nonstop mind-bending marijuana rap sessions.

After a single night of smoking tea with Kerouac and Ginsberg, Neal Cassady knew that he had found the great and ecstatic stimulation of minds that he craved. He had come to town hungry, exactly like a jazz musician looking to jam, desperately wanting to blow, only what Cassady had to blow were words, experiences, modes of being. He was like Charlie Parker in that regard—an improvisational genius but an artist whose instrument was not pen, horn, or brush but his very life. Narcotics, however, would never be his drug of choice. Neal Cassady would become one of the great potheads and speed freaks of the age.

To the conventional middle-class American, Neal Cassady would have appeared mad, a psychopath who used people in the manic pursuit of pleasure, but to Jack Kerouac, the Catholic mill-town boy from Lowell who wanted to be a great writer, the figure standing naked in the doorway was nothing less than the embodiment of the Rimbaudian adventurer of the New Vision, a beautiful lost wandering Dionysian spirit, a hip noble savage. Kerouac was essentially an observer, a man who stood apart and watched; Cassady, on the other hand, was a pure force of nature. He lived his entire life with a preternatural squint for danger, sensation, and mind-altering experiences of any kind, as if his nervous system and brain operated at a much higher octane than those of a normal human being.

The story that everybody likes to relate about Cassady’s youth is how, when he went to live with his mother after he started school, his sadistic bully of a half brother would make him lie on a Murphy bed and then close it, entombing him for hours in complete silence and darkness. Cassady had apparently liked it, or at least had learned to cultivate the sensation experientially. He would experience an acceleration of image and thought and time, all of it rushing at him with alarming speed—“an awareness that time, in my head, had gradually apexed to about triple its ordinary speed of passage,” as he described it in The First Third, “and while this thing was happening I thought of it as just a circular flying object twirling through my mind, for lack of a better way to think about this spinning sensation.”

Cassady was the living essence of kicks. To Kerouac, he would become “that wow-mad Cody” in Visions of Cody—someone able to live completely, un-self-consciously in the moment, where he seemed to burn radiantly with the pure ecstasy of life. Kerouac was known during his youth as Memory Babe, the Great Rememberer, but Allen Ginsberg would call Cassady “the great experiencer and driver and talker.” The avocation he cultivated to the level of spoken improvisational art form was rapid-fire conversation on a dozen different levels, each digression begetting another one, which would inevitably split off in several new directions.

As Kerouac and Ginsberg made plans to head west for their own reasons—Ginsberg in pursuit of his romantic love for Neal, Kerouac in search of “America”—it was already well established that what was going to happen between them was an unraveling of the mind, a journey across the landscape of the soul, and that they would get mightily high along the way. They would even bring forth a new phrase for it—to elitch—derived from the Elitch Gardens in Denver, where the local hipsters would congregate to blast. In what they perceived as a loveless age where the greatest disease afflicting man was the barrenness of the heart, the group opted out of conventional life, but in doing so, its members would have to opt in to something else: a vision of life in which everything was holy. In order to more fully dig “all the details” of their journey, to be able to love “all things, all ways,” they would cultivate what Gerald Nicosia, in Memory Babe, his biography of Kerouac, would call “the sacralization of the mundane.” Perhaps no better phrase exists to describe the role that marijuana (and, later, psychedelic substances) would play, not only in what followed on the road, but in the whole evolution of the Beat Generation and the counterculture that subsequently derived from it. In the case of Kerouac and Ginsberg, it was a sacralization that each had been searching for since childhood, but one that would now be graced and accentuated by their use of the weed. For the next four years, as they poured out the details of their souls to one another, Cassady, Kerouac, and Ginsberg would elitch together as often as possible, and when they ran out, they would search incessantly until they could elitch once more. “I’m sorry, but we gotta get a renewal of the supply of the material which makes it possible for us to be this way,” the Neal Cassady character remarks in Visions of Cody.

And so their story had started to pulse like an accelerating heartbeat: the loves, the road, the mad kicks of sex and drugs and spirit, and the writing that would pour forth to chronicle all of it—Ginsberg desperately in love with Cassady; Cassady in love with Carolyn Robinson and hundreds of other girls of the moment; Burroughs in love with dope and Ginsberg, living first in New Orleans with his wife and then in New Waverly, Texas, becoming an exile in Mexico City after still another narcotics bust, where he would shoot his wife in a bizarre drunken William Tell act before landing in Tangiers and developing the worst oil burner of a narcotics habit he had ever experienced, all before writing Naked Lunch; and Kerouac taking it all down in his little five-cent notebooks.

As the new decade dawned over the first ten days of January 1951, Jack Kerouac wrote a series of letters to Neal Cassady in which he attempted to “proceed to the truth” of his life, letters that would form the foundation of all of his subsequent books. Whenever possible, he would smoke marijuana and dredge his subconscious for the same kind of intimate “excruciating details” about his earliest years in Lowell that Neal Cassady had related about his own life in letters to Kerouac, expressing a sense that what they had both experienced on the road might be used to somehow break out of their quotidian lives and unlock what they might now achieve as writers.

Cassady, in his letters, explained to Kerouac that he could now utilize this mode of panoramic consciousness and heightened perception anytime in his daily life just by recalling the state of mind and applying it to what he was regarding at the moment, in effect composing reality “as one looks into a picture.” Kerouac began referring to this state of mind as being “wrapped in wild observation of everything.”

Kerouac was then in the middle of his short-lived second marriage to Joan Haverty, and it was she who posed the question, “What did you and Neal really do on the road?” Kerouac decided to simply sit down and write a book in response to her question. He wanted to be able to tell the whole story as though spinning the yarn in a single sitting, barely pausing for breath. As he could type one hundred words a minute, he now improvised a writing method that would allow him to take full advantage of his skill. Taping together twenty-foot strips of Japanese paper to make a roll that could be fed continuously into his typewriter, he sat down in Lucien Carr’s loft and began pouring forth the story. He took Benzedrine constantly, sleeping and eating very little, existing only on pea soup and coffee and cigarettes, sweating so much that he soaked through T-shirt after T-shirt, getting up to change the shirts and hang them out to dry as he changed the music he listened to.

The music was bebop—Max Roach records and a particular piece called “The Hunt,” which he and Cassady loved—the B side of a Savoy release that featured Dexter Gordon and Wardell Gray blowing in a wild bout of dueling tenor saxophones recorded live in Los Angeles on July 6, 1948. It was music that was described by an unknown writer in the original Savoy liner notes as a “wild, rompin’, stompin’, jumpin’, wailin’, roaring balling session,” and few pieces of jazz committed to wax have ever managed to live up to those words more completely. The cut featured a raucous audience of overheated hipsters shouting, “Go! Go!” throughout, and as Gordon blew on his tenor and Roach pounded the skins, Kerouac wailed on his typewriter exactly as he and Cassady had gone blazing across the country, down into Mexico.

The book that emerged would become mythic for many reasons, having to do with characters and story and style and cultural impact, but as time went on, those mythic qualities would become inseparable from the creation of the work itself. Kerouac wrote about Neal (Dean Moriarty) and himself (Sal Paradise) and Ginsberg (Carlo Marx) and Burroughs (Old Bull Lee) and Herbert Huncke (Elmo Hassel). He wrote about neon nights, cheap hotels, hitchhiking, floods, rivers, towns, the plains, hobos, freight trains, black music and the “dawn of Jazz America,” the brotherhood of man and the spiritual decline of America as the dark, chilling cloud of McCarthyism was just beginning to gather over the country and money and consumerism were becoming deities in the pantheon of modern American culture. And he wrote about drugs—Benzedrine, morphine, but mostly marijuana—in the authentic language of those who used them as a way of life, making the drug content of the book inseparable from its consciousness and sensibility, rendering it in ways that presaged the entire relationship between drug use and the counterculture of the 1960s and beyond.

The work contained writing about drugs on two levels: explicit descriptions of drugs and the people who used them and aspects of drug consciousness implicit in the entire inner journey of the book, in the “whole mad swirl” of everything that was to come as Sal Paradise goes shambling after Carlo Marx and Dean Moriarty because “the only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn, like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars and in the middle you see the centerlight pop and everybody goes ‘Awww!’ ”

In that single passage, which would become one of the most quoted of twentieth-century American literature, Kerouac was writing specifically about Ginsberg and Cassady (high on marijuana for the first time), but he was also invoking the spirits of Huncke and Burroughs, offering a powerful metaphor for the whole way of life embroidered into the hip subculture of jazz as personified by people like Charlie Parker and Billie Holiday. That paragraph and many others like it would resonate as loudly with the feeling of drugs as the other parts of the book where characters actually take them. In a single image, Kerouac had not only presciently encompassed the destinies of himself and Cassady but had augured an entire era of brilliant human supernovas and flameouts when the “fabulous yellow roman candles” would have names like Jimi Hendrix and Jim Morrison and Janis Joplin.

Although marijuana is a predominant presence in the final part of the story, when Sal and Dean travel to Mexico, the consciousness of it is everywhere. By implicitly linking the use of the weed with a powerful ethos of freedom, Kerouac presents it as a metaphor for the untamed human spirit, a philosophy of life, a spiritual antidote and mystical medicine. As a result, the book would infuse the idea of marijuana with a new kind of numinous romanticism, linking it to spiritual searching, Eastern religion and philosophies, and great sensory exploration, placing it within a worldview that would have powerful political and cultural implications.

Kerouac’s romantic association of the “fellaheen” culture of Mexico with marijuana consciousness was revolutionary in itself. Since the 1930s, the signature images of the marijuana smoker in America as purveyed by Harry Anslinger and the Federal Bureau of Narcotics had been those of a knife-wielding Mexican laborer, a wild-eyed ax murderer–fiend, or a salacious Negro jazz musician seeking to corrupt innocent white youth. Kerouac had taken the entire raison d’être of marijuana prohibition and turned it upside down, transforming Anslinger’s nightmare of marijuana—the “killer weed” and “assassin of youth”—into something not only desirable but morally good. He had taken the dirty Mexicans and their dirty, evil weed and presented them as nothing less than great teachers for a philistine, spiritually bankrupt, and crassly materialistic American culture.

For Kerouac and his friends, marijuana was no stepping-stone to hard drugs or human degradation but a light-bringing weed of healing. It was the gateway to the “magic mothswarm of heaven,” poetic instrumentality for an ecstatic “moan for man,” the cosmic facilitator of “the moment where you know everything and all is decided forever.”

Jack Kerouac had committed the ultimate subversion. He had written his Huckleberry Finn but had sent Huck and Jim down the river with a great big burrito of Cannabis sativa.

Although Kerouac was certain that he had broken through to a new form of writing, everything unique about the style of the book would only work against it. When he walked into the office of his editor, Robert Giroux, and proudly unrolled the 120-foot-long work on the carpet, Giroux was less than enthusiastic. Giroux had edited Kerouac’s first book and now grumbled about how difficult it would be to edit this new work in its present form, with no paragraphs. Kerouac called him a “crass idiot” and stormed out, certain that he didn’t need the likes of Giroux or his firm, Harcourt, Brace.

It was a decisive moment in Kerouac’s life. The book that he would retype on regular bond paper and name Road and The Daybreak Boys and finally On the Road would meet with similar responses everywhere else it was submitted, regardless of revisions or title. Kerouac was crushed. He resolved to write on without compromising his principles, but the rejection of the book would consign him to penury for the next five years. He would journey further down the path of the new writing, but in the process he would become “the loneliest writer in America.” Over the next five years, his life would come to taste of poverty and bitterness and the shame and guilt of living off his mother. He would come to know fear and parsimony and the sadness of failed marriages and misbegotten affairs. As this profound melancholy entered his soul, the rejection of the book served to guarantee that of all the substances in the panoply of his use, alcohol would ascend in importance, and that was perhaps the most fateful consequence of all.

All the while, though, writing would become the anchor, the one constant of his life. Even as his career stood still, the story of his life and the lives of the others would go on as if the roll of Japanese paper had never stopped its continuous feed into his typewriter, moving in a stream of consciousness perfectly synchronous with real-life events, love affairs, writing, and the experience of mind-altering substances, which would fracture and deconstruct it, collapse it with memory and render it as synesthesia and synchronicity and heartbeat itself. He would work everywhere he could during those five years—at his neat roll-top desk at his mother’s houses, along roadsides, in skid-row hotels in San Francisco, on freight trains, ships, in the stick huts and on the adobe rooftops of Mexico. His life would become his work exactly as Sal Paradise had become one with the environment on top of the car in the jungle outside Limón, and the substances he used would become ever more a part of the process.

By the time he came to write Mexico City Blues, in the summer of 1955, Kerouac had become exactly like a “Perfect Musician” himself—“a jazz poet blowing a long blues in an afternoon jam session on Sunday. I take 242 choruses; my ideas vary and sometimes roll from chorus to chorus or from halfway through a chorus to halfway into the next”—achieving with words what Charlie Parker and Bud Powell and Miles Davis were doing musically. Like Bird, Jack Kerouac had become a pioneer of the New Reality Jam Session. The season of wild form was now truly upon them.

VI. An Awareness of His Most Human Pain

IF CHARLIE PARKER ’S life were a Shakespearean tragedy, the final act would be the saddest spectacle of all: the loss of his most prized asset, his mythic ability to play great music. When club owners became reluctant to book him for more than a single night or set, Bird found himself reduced to playing in dives and storefronts. Suffering terribly from his ulcers, he only drank more, and then came the terrible rasping cough, which sounded like something had torn loose deep inside him. More and more, he would be seen wandering around the city at dawn, shabby and broke, sleepless, alone, piteously lost.

“The last time I saw him was at the Beehive in Chicago,” Frank Sanderford remembered. “The owner had asked me to get Charlie to go on. He was in a little room where they stored beer. I went back there; Charlie met me at the door and threw his arms around me as if I were the only person in the world. He couldn’t go on the stand, he said; he was in no condition. He looked bad. The house was jammed. I asked him to take a look and see how many people had come just to hear him play, and I opened the door a little. He glared out. ‘They just came to see the world’s most famous junky,’ he growled…. He made a few awful, bleating sounds. He couldn’t play.”

In years to come, as many tried to digest the meaning of Bird’s transit, those withering moments and images would become as much a part of his mythology as the expression of his genius. “In attempting to escape the role, at once sub-and super-human, in which he found himself, he sought to outrage his public into an awareness of his most human pain,” wrote Ralph Ellison in Shadow and Act. “Instead, he made himself notorious and in the end became unsure whether his fans came to enjoy his art or to be entertained by ‘the world’s greatest junky,’ the ‘supreme hipster.’ ”

The community of musicians who had become accustomed to the relentless brilliance and unsurpassed vitality of Bird’s music and the seeming indestructibility of his constitution found his downfall particularly hard to abide or even acknowledge. His colleagues and admirers could only stare and pray that it wasn’t happening, that it wasn’t as bad as it looked. They could only hope that Bird might pull himself out of it as he had so many times before. One night at Birdland in 1955, he reached out desperately to Dizzy Gillespie, like a drowning man going down for the last time…

“Diz,” he stammered, “why don’t you save me?”

“What could I do?” Dizzy wanted to know.

“I dunno but just save me, save me, man!”

Gillespie was horrified to realize at that moment that he was as powerless to help Bird in 1955 as he had been ten years earlier in Los Angeles. Bird’s closest friends and associates had become nothing more than helpless spectators, overwhelmed by the final scenes of some tragic real-life opera.

Bird had long since become Jackie McLean’s champion, sitting out in the audience at Birdland and loudly applauding McLean’s solos to get the people to take notice of him, rushing over and giving the young saxophonist a kiss on the neck after his set was over. Because McLean was such an obvious and unabashed prodigy of everything Charlie Parker represented musically, the years of Bird’s decline were particularly difficult for him. Not only was their relationship emotionally charged by this strong mentor-prodigy bond, but they were also fellow addicts at a time when Bird was slipping away and McLean’s own addiction was hardening. McLean was now in his early twenties, nationally recognized but four years into the life of a heroin addict.

“He knew I loved him so much that he could do anything to me,” McLean reflected. “He’d see me when I was getting ready to work with Miles, backstage at Birdland, watch me come in and rush into the bathroom and take ten dollars out of my pocket. ‘Bird, please.’ ‘Don’t worry, you gonna get it back,’ he’d say. Maybe, a month later. He used to borrow my horn, and then pawn it.”

At a party in the Bronx in 1954, McLean had met the woman he would marry. Clarise Simmons, known as Dollie, was a warm and exquisitely beautiful girl from a West Indian family. “She didn’t know anything about drugs or their implications,” explained McLean. “Her family came from Antigua, and they were different from American blacks in that they were much more sheltered. We fell in love as soon as we met, and I wasn’t about to tell her anything about my habit. But after we got married, being so close, it finally came to pass, of course, that she found out. She used every method she could to help me, walking the streets with me from doctor’s office to doctor’s office. Back in the fifties, nobody could help you, not Bellevue, not any hospital you could think of. And finally, she would tell me I could sign myself into Rikers Island. I said, ‘But, Dollie, that’s jail. I’ll be signing myself into a penitentiary.’ She said, ‘Anything beats this.’ ”

After Dollie became pregnant with their first child, MacLean’s struggle to get off heroin became all the more urgent and grievous. Nothing worked for him—locking himself away in rooms, entrusting his money to others on tour, combinations of drugs, signing himself into the U.S. Public Health Services Hospital, affiliated with the federal prison, at Lexington. After his first arrest, in 1957, he was dragged into the maw of the criminal-justice system in New York and deprived of his cabaret card—the most common punishment for any musician with a narcotics conviction because it forced him to look for gigs out of town or in Europe. For someone like McClean, a New York musician with a family, it was particularly cruel, tantamount to exile.

As Bird began to fade, McLean’s mounting tribulations became all the more distressing for him to witness. “He always wanted me not to use,” McLean recognized. “He loved Dollie and my family.” Everyone who knew Bird well would have some story of him at the end, all of them heartbreaking experiences of his deterioration and helplessness. For McLean, it came one night when he and Dollie were hanging out with Bird at the Open Door. Bird wanted to jam, but nobody seemed to care who he was. Stone broke, savagely depressed, he was trying to cadge some money for drinks. When they went to Arthur’s, off Seventh Avenue, where they had to talk the owner into letting Bird play, it all seemed to hit him at once, how low he had sunk. It was one of those soul-shattering moments when the veil was ripped away and all Charlie Parker could do was stare into the abyss of what had happened to him and what was going to happen. He was completely overwhelmed not only by what had happened to him but also by what had happened to Jackie, a whole generation of musicians, and a whole community in their wake.

“Man, I feel so sorry for this whole thing you’re doing,” Bird told him. “You should be like Horace Silver or one of those cats. You got your wife and she’s pregnant, man, and here you are strung out. I feel like it’s my fault. I want you to kick me right in the ass.”

When Bird bent over to receive the kick, McLean was mortified. There they were, right out in front of the club. Charlie Parker had been a god in the Village, and there he was bending over to be kicked like a mangy cur by someone who had idolized him from the age of sixteen.

“Man, I can’t do that,” McLean told him.

“Here I am, begging pennies for drinks, begging people to buy drinks for me, and putting myself down. And here I am begging people to let me play! I am Charlie Parker, and I have to beg people to let me play! Kick me, Jackie, and don’t you ever allow this to happen to you.”

McLean still wasn’t about to comply, but Bird was insistent. “He had a very deep voice, and he was saying very loud, ‘Kick me in my ass.’ Like he spoke very proper, he said, ‘Jackie McLean, I want you to kick me in my ass…I want you to kick me in the ass for allowing myself to get into this position.’ So I stepped back and just playfully brought my foot up, you know. I didn’t kick him. Nobody could kick Bird.”

But McLean was capable of becoming furious at him. When McLean was playing the Montmartre and got sick and Ahmed Basheer offered to take him home, Bird told McLean that he would mind his alto, and he promptly hocked it. This wasn’t the first time it had happened, but McLean was incensed. Even though Bird had the instrument back to him in time for his next gig at the Open Door, McLean wouldn’t talk to him. At the end of the night, Bird approached him.

“Going uptown? I’ll get a cab for us.”

“I’ll get my own, Bird,” McLean said and turned angrily away.

On March 9, 1955, on an uptown bus, McLean read about the death of Charlie Parker. The article in the New York Post paid more attention to Bird’s drug use and the fact that he had died in the apartment of a wealthy white woman than to the passing of one of the greatest artists of the twentieth century.

McLean got off the bus at the next stop and wandered down the street, weeping so uncontrollably that he didn’t know where he was. If only I had known, McLean kept thinking. If only I had known it would be the last time I would ever see him, I would have shared that cab with Charlie Parker to the ends of the earth.

Bird was supposed have gone to Boston to play Storyville but had fallen desperately ill. Instead, he had gone to the suite of the Baroness Pannonica de Koenigswarter at the Stanhope Hotel, looking for refuge and solace. Nica, the legendary jazz baroness, was a great patroness of the musicians, especially Monk and Bird. Alarmed by his appearance, Nica had asked if she should call a doctor, but Bird had asked for a drink instead. He was settled in an armchair, watching jugglers on a TV variety show, and she was in another room. Nica would always claim that she heard a loud crack of thunder at the moment he died.

The body arrived at Bellevue more than five hours after his death, marked John Parker, age fifty-three. Bird, only thirty-four years old, was so physically ruined that he looked twenty years older. Death was attributed to lumbar pneumonia, but everybody knew that the real cause was a profound exhaustion that had consumed him, body and soul. The two women in his life, Doris and Chan, began fighting bitterly over his body. Charlie Parker was buried in Kansas City despite his stating that he never wanted to return there, his tombstone displaying the wrong date of his death. There are those who say that they observed a golden nimbus around his head as he lay in his coffin before burial.

Almost immediately, the legend began appearing on the walls of buildings and subways: BIRD LIVES. Jackie McLean could never figure out who was doing it; in fact, the poet Ted Joans was responsible. Joans lived above the San Remo bar in the Village and had set out with three of his friends in four different directions after Parker’s death, like disciples spreading the gospel after the crucifixion. That first weekend of his death, others seized on the slogan and began writing it all over the city—BIRD LIVES—the graffiti of a growing alternative cultural identity. Suddenly it seemed to be everywhere, on subways and buses, in the johns of subterranean bars from the Village to Harlem, spreading quickly to all the boroughs, and thence out across the country like some proclamation from the underground heralding the coming of a new age—

BIRD LIVES!


However one chose to regard the demise of Charlie Parker, whether he’d destroyed himself or was victimized by the society he lived in, it hardly mattered in the end. Parker had become an epochal symbol of enduring truth, love, freedom, and the incandescent creative life of pure genius. The facts of his life may have involved drugs, but all of it would now be woven together into a myth of terrible beauty and incorporated into the tapestry of his music, which would live on forever.

The myth of Bird had always been complex, but at the center of it was Icarus, who had had insisted on flying too high, too close to the burning radiance of the sun, and had plummeted to his death, the wax on his wings melted by the heat. But the myth went much deeper, for underneath everything else was the sense of a shaman’s journey, the notion that Bird’s flight through the night skies of America had been undertaken as a form of ritual self-sacrifice on behalf of many others, who would now be healed and lifted by it. The voyage of his life was over, but his journey into the American imagination was just beginning.

In the wake of Bird’s death, the journey of musicians into and out of heroin would continue to shape jazz, and people would be drawn to the music like moths seeking the brilliance of a lone bulb burning in a darkened room. All through the 1950s, bebop was the touchstone of those who walked the jagged improvisational edge through a shadowy human geography of the night.

Jackie McLean would continue recording fine jazz for Prestige and Blue Note and would become one of the prime forces of the hard bop school in the 1950s, but would remain unable to stay off heroin for any length of time. In fact, his plight would turn out to be the subject of Jack Gelbar’s groundbreaking 1959 play at the Living Theatre, The Connection, in which McLean would perform brilliantly as one of the heroin-addicted musicians—a play that mirrored the predicament of his life so closely that there would be virtually no transition as he stepped from street to stage. He would tour Europe with the production, but with two arrests for possession, he lost an appeal of his three-year-old narcotics conviction after his return and came to experience all of the horrors and inhumanities of prison.

Everyone who knew Jackie McLean during those years would remark that he was an enormously intelligent, likable, talented man, a man with a good heart and a fine wife and beautiful kids but a man who suffered from a seemingly unconquerable problem called heroin addiction. In the early 1960s, he met a bold and progressive doctor named Marie Nyswander, who was developing an experimental program for addicts based on the use of methadone. McLean would be among her first patients to use the substance successfully as a bridge back to a life of normalcy. Eventually he would work in the burgeoning methadone program as a counselor and wean himself from everything, but it would be twenty-five torturous years from the time of his first snort of heroin before he became completely drug free. After becoming a professor of music at the University of Hartford, McLean would reclaim more than his life. When he and Dollie opened the Artists Collective at Albany Avenue and Woodland Street, in one of the worst neighborhoods of the city, he would rescue a significant sector of Hartford’s African American community as well. On the day McLean arrived to check out the abandoned school building that they would renovate for the collective, he couldn’t help but notice the name Parker on the door lock; as he emerged into the urine-soaked, littered hallway, he felt the unmistakable spirit of Bird there with him. In place of litter, crime, crack, and broken bottles, the Artists Collective would offer music, theater, dance, and education. “It all comes from bebop,” McLean said. “It’s not just music; it’s a movement.”

VI. Angel in Moloch

THE SEASON OF WILD form began for Allen Ginsberg in San Francisco in early August of 1955 with a snippet from his notebook on a sunshine-filled afternoon: “I saw the best mind angel headed hipster damned.”

Seated in front of his secondhand typewriter at the desk by the window facing Montgomery Street, only blocks from the two-year-old City Lights bookstore, which would figure so prominently in the history of what he was about to write, Ginsberg decided to try something very different from anything he had ever written. He reached for the new form, discarding the short line in favor of the long “saxophone line” favored by Kerouac—the style inspired by Charlie Parker, among others.


I saw the best minds of my generation

generation destroyed by madness

starving, mystical, naked



Ginsberg later deleted mystical in favor of hysterical, which would change the whole tone of the poem. It was an apt change, considering the life he had led for the past ten years. Since adolescence, in fact, Ginsberg had been lacerated by the confrontation with his own confused self-image and identity. At the age of nineteen, he had fancied himself a Times Square Rimbaud of the New Vision. By the time he came to write Howl, in the summer of 1955, he had been the product of a long and Kafkaesque alienation, but he had also become a young man capable of brutal self-honesty and expression. Ten years had passed since he and Kerouac had stood in Times Square, sublimely stoned on marijuana and Benzedrine, perceiving “the Great Molecular Comedown.” Now, at the age of twenty-nine, the whole of his difficult life would become substance for the poem he was writing.

“That first line of ‘Howl’ could never have been written without having encountered Carl Solomon, in his bathrobe, bloated from insulin shock treatments, on my first day at the Columbia Presbyterian Psychiatric Institute,” Ginsberg acknowledged. “That was 1949, when I was being admitted to the nuthouse in lieu of an actual jail sentence after being implicated in the larcenies of Herbert Huncke and a band of his fellow junkie burglars then congregating at my apartment and using the place to stash their loot. Huncke was sentenced to spend the rest of the decade in jail, but it was really Solomon who became a metaphor at that moment for what seemed to me the relativity of any definition of so-called madness in what appeared to be a completely insane mechanistic society that crushed the human spirit.”

The first line of Howl was certainly embroidered with this experience and with virtually everything else that had ever happened to Ginsberg since—“the scene I had been a part of at the apartment on West 115th Street,” the poet elucidated, “the sound of an iron jail-cell door slamming behind me and the harsh slap of a detective interrogating me about my homosexuality after my arrest. It could never have been written without having known people like Solomon and Burroughs’s wife, Joan, these brilliant but dislocated minds on a collision course with disaster. It couldn’t have been written without them any more than it could have been written without having had a mother like the one I had.”

In a single line, Ginsberg had drawn upon all of those thoughts and feelings and applied them to all of the broken, thwarted, isolated, and alienated spirits he had known over the last ten years, extrapolated from them in a way that encompassed what he perceived as a spiritual holocaust affecting his entire generation. But if the first line of Howl was autobiography that would also serve as generational metaphor, the second—


dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn

looking for an angry fix



—presented a juxtaposition of generational destruction and drug use that would become epochal.

When it was over, Allen Ginsberg had composed his “lament for the Lamb in America,” and within the poem’s Whitmanesque cataloguing he had also definitively rendered the small subculture of drug users he had known so intimately for the past decade, calling them “angelheaded hipsters.” Like Kerouac, Ginsberg had incorporated the consciousness of marijuana into the writing itself, into what he later called “the mechanisms of surrealist or ideogrammatic method, the juxtaposition of disparate images to create a gap of understanding which the mind fills in with a flash of recognition of the unstated relationship (as in ‘hydrogen jukebox’).” He was writing poetry exactly like the “eyeball kicks” he had first observed in Cézanne’s use of hot and cold colors when he had smoked marijuana and gone to the museum to study his paintings as a Columbia student. The aesthetics of Howl were therefore only part of the reason why Allen Ginsberg would always claim that for a certain kind of person, marijuana could offer the possibility of an “educational experience.” Moreover, as one substance had helped fashion the whole style of the first part of the poem, another would crack open the central metaphor of the second.

The image that would define the countercultural perception of American society more than any other appeared to Ginsberg as a peyote vision in the night sky of San Francisco several weeks after beginning the poem. It was not the first time Ginsberg had ingested the little, round dark-green pincushion-like cactus called Lophophora williamsii, which grows wild in the Rio Grande Valley. The Aztecs had worshipped the cactus as peyotl, “flesh of the gods,” and their Spanish conquerors had demonized it as raiz diabolica, “diabolical root.” Ginsberg had taken peyote not long after arriving in San Francisco. Staring out the window of his Nob Hill apartment, the Sir Francis Drake Hotel began to transmogrify into what seemed a giant Cyclops rising malevolently out of the “timeless city gloom.” The more he stared at the hotel in that state of consciousness, the more it looked like the skull face of a robot—impassive, inhuman, antenna-like.

Now, in the middle of composing an epic poem about a monolithic social system, Ginsberg was also in the company of Peter Orlovsky, the “eternal boy” he had met after moving to San Francisco who had become his lover—“the fulfillment of all my desires ever since I was nine.” Ginsberg and Orlovsky had eaten the cactus buttons together, and as the peyote began to overtake them and they hopped on a clanging trolley descending Powell Street, there came a wrenching moment when Ginsberg was horrified to perceive nothing but vacancy and emptiness in his lover—“two phantom ghosts with empty eyes, laughing fiendishly.” Perhaps it was all of those feelings of alienation and emptiness combining with the dislocating transport of the peyote itself that began to amplify Ginsberg’s perception of the Sir Francis Drake Hotel looming before them as dark tower in the night, a smoking death head in the red glare of the city.

“Moloch! Moloch!” Ginsberg began muttering, overwhelmed by the image of the ancient Cannanite fire god and parents burning their children in ritual sacrifice to the horned beast. He and Peter wandered down Powell Street like lost children and went into a cafeteria at the foot of the hotel, “deep in the hellish vale,” where he began scribbling furiously, a biblical prophet thundering against the soul-murdering iniquity of a social system that consumed its own children.

It would always seem fitting to Ginsberg that the central metaphor of a poem marking the first shot in a cultural war that would permeate and polarize American life for the next half century had been catalyzed by a powerful psychoactive cactus that had been embraced as a religious sacrament by the Plains Indians at the exact time that the buffalo were disappearing and the once-great tribes were being herded onto reservations, their cultures decimated.

“What I had heard about peyote was that it was a medicine which could sustain an otherwise troubled people by making every one of its users a shaman who could find salvation through the natural elements of a God-given world,” Ginsberg recounted. “Peyote was regarded by Native Americans as the vegetable incarnation of a deity, as the means of ascending toward God, a panacea in medicine, a key which could open to them all the glories of another world.”

From the turn of the century, when more than fifty Native American tribes had adopted its use, Christian missionaries and public officials had tried to stamp out the peyote cults, despite evidence that the use of the substance was not corrupting the participants. The practice of the peyote ritual had not only survived but flourished, with a number of whites even observing that the use of peyote seemed to help Native Americans lead better lives and forsake alcohol, which had plagued their cultures ever since it had been introduced by the Europeans.

Saturday-night tribal peyote meetings were held inside a tepee around a fire in front of a crescent-moon altar to “father peyote,” and would last until sometime after sunrise. The ritual would be presided over by the roadman or road chief, who represented the Great Spirit and showed “the peyote road.” Those who took part would prepare themselves with fasting and prayer. The fleshy slices of the cactus, called mescal buttons, would be dried in the sun; then the wrinkled little brown disks were crushed and boiled in water or eaten raw. Given the nauseating taste of the substance, purgative vomiting and the spitting up of bile were integral parts of the experience, along with singing and chanting, meditation and prayer. The fire chief would guard the door, tend the stick, and stoke the ever-burning fire; the cedar chief, representative of the Holy Ghost, would bring disoriented participants back by waving cedar incense; the drum chief would keep up the ever-present beat. As the night wore on, the drum would start to sound as though it were coming from inside the soul. Voices would begin to speak out of the rattle. Thoughts would escape out of the head like a stampeding herd, and visions would begin dancing in the fire…

“The legend of peyote was that its very use was a prayer,” Ginsberg elaborated. “It was said that it contained the whole universe, that it could show you everything there was to see—all the people in the world, all the different animals, everything that was in the sky, everything under the earth. Peyote could turn your eyes into X-rays so that you could see the insides of things; it was like telepathy, like electricity, and those who took it believed they could send their thoughts to loved ones twenty miles away.”

In 1936, Antonin Artaud had traveled to northern Mexico to experience the peyote rite of the Tarahumara Indians. While the true secrets of the peyote dance had been denied him, Artaud had taken the substance and had heard “human body, Spleen, Liver, Lungs, Brain, thundering at the four corners of the Divine Infinite.” The experience had been a psychic ordeal as well as a spiritual revelation, and the images he brought back with him—the signs and crosses, the movements of the peyote dance, the ritual slaughter of the bull and the drinking of its blood—would haunt him for the rest of his life. The Peyote Dance, the book documenting his struggle to integrate what had been an overwhelming mystical experience into his religious and mental being, would not be translated until the early 1970s, but it had already become the stuff of legend in bohemian circles during the mid-1950s, when peyote became available via COD shipments from Smith’s Cactus Ranch in East Texas for eight dollars for one hundred buttons and from a store on East Second Street in New York. Suddenly the vision-vaulting substance of the Yaqui and the Kickapoo was available to the subterraneans of the San Remo bar, where, as the writer Terry Southern would recall, “people started chopping them up and eating them like figs.” Ginsberg had ingested the buttons for the first time in April 1952 on a beautiful Sunday in his father’s backyard in Paterson, New Jersey, gagging down a second chunk before opening his journal to describe his experiences. But that first time had been mild compared with the time when Moloch appeared to him in the San Francisco night like a vision escaping from his soul, turning him into the shaman poet of a new generation.

VIII. A Conspiracy to Overthrow Civilization

ALLEN GINSBERG had never read a poem aloud in public before his reading of Howl at the Six Gallery on Thursday, October 13, 1955. The reading would become legendary, an important chapter in the history of the American counterculture, the story of how five poets—Philip Lamantia, Gary Snyder, Philip Whalen, Michael McClure, and Ginsberg—would come together for an evening to read from their works in an experimental bohemian gallery in a converted automobile-repair shop on Union and Fillmore in a city that by that time had become a remarkable amalgamation of every conceivable alternative lifestyle in America.

By the mid-1950s, the North Beach bohemia that had risen amid the old Italian community had become a hothouse of the arts, populated by Abstract Expressionist painters, performance artists, poets, jazz musicians, experimental theater artists, underground filmmakers, modern dancers, and painters’ models who looked like coffeehouse Madonnas in their black leotards. With its thriving community of Zen students, spiritual seekers, and cultural and political radicals of every conceivable stripe, including gays, lesbians, pacifists, anarchists, Wobblies, Communists, protofeminists, vegetarians, and sexual libertarians, the city had become a rich oasis of radicalism and free-thinking eccentricity in the parched and repressed cultural desert of Joseph McCarthy’s America. It had also become a magnet for every conceivable type of drug user: benny eaters and poppers of barbiturate goofballs, tea heads and junkies, the peyotized and the bemushroomed. Lophophora williamsii was the talk of North Beach that season, when “there was a mystery about drugs,” as the poet Michael McClure remembered it, “and they were taken for joy, for consciousness, for spiritual elevation, or what the Romantic poet Keats had called ‘Soul-making.’ ”

The gathering was organized by Ginsberg himself and publicized with handbills that he passed out at a number of North Beach bars: “Six poets at the Six Gallery, Kenneth Rexroth, MC. Remarkable collection of angels all gathered at once in the same spot. Wine, music, dancing girls, serious poetry, free satori. Small collection for wine and postcards. Charming event.”

The “charming event” would be chronicled by Jack Kerouac in The Dharma Bums: “It was a mad night. And I was the one who got things jumping by going around collecting dimes and quarters from the rather stiff audience standing around in the gallery and coming back with three huge gallon jugs of California burgundy.”

The evening featured an unusual group of charismatic young poets, all reading from works that were redolent of Eastern religion and philosophy, pacifism, ecological awareness, back-to-nature rusticity, human rights, and visionary transcendentalism—all strains that would characterize the flowering of the counterculture during the next decade. Dressed in a gray suit and tie, the evening’s main event, Allen Ginsberg, was described by Kerouac as a “hornrimmed intellectual hepcat with wild black hair.” Nipping liberally from one of the large jugs of wine, he was inebriated by the time it was his turn to read.

Ginsberg began reading in a “small and intensely lucid voice,” and as he got going, his voice began to rise, and he started to come alive. Kerouac was banging on the wine jug after each line and shouting “Go!” and soon the 150 people packed into the little gallery were hanging on every line and yelling, “Go! Go!” By the time it was over, Ginsberg was utterly spent, in tears, and the audience was stunned.

Like many others present that night, Michael McClure instinctively realized that the mere reading of the poem had left the audience “standing in wonder, or cheering and wondering, but knowing at the deepest level that a barrier had been broken, that a human voice and body had been hurled against the harsh wall of America and its supporting armies and navies and academies and institutions and ownership systems and power-support bases.” As McClure saw it, that night marked Ginsberg’s “metamorphosis from a quiet brilliant burning Bohemian scholar, trapped by his flames and repressions, to epic vocal bard. Shelley had made the same transformation.”

So began the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance. That night, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, the poet, publisher, and proprietor of the City Lights bookstore, sat down at his desk and typed out a telegram to Ginsberg that echoed Ralph Waldo Emerson’s salute to Walt Whitman on his poem Leaves of Grass—“I greet you at the beginning of a great career. When do I get the manuscript?” Within the year, the San Francisco Poetry Renaissance would succeed in revitalizing poetry as an oral form in America.

Howl and Other Poems was published in October 1956 as Number 4 of Ferlinghetti’s small, square-format City Lights Pocket Poets Series. The publication of the book in the new paperback format, with its stark black-and-white cover, assured that it would be affordable, but its notoriety was all but guaranteed by what followed. The arbiters of public morality—the censors of the U.S. Customs office in San Francisco—may have been disturbed by the poem’s focus on drugs, but they were far more outraged by its explicit sexual content. As Ginsberg acknowledged, “I may have conjured the pleasure of a ‘teahead joyride,’ but what really summoned down the fury of Moloch was writing about the ‘cocks of the grandfathers of Kansas.’ ”

On March 25, 1957, the San Francisco office of U.S. Customs, under the direction of Chester McPhee, declared the book obscene and seized 520 copies of the second, three-thousand-copy shipment of the book, which had arrived from its British printer. The American Civil Liberties Union then challenged the legality of the seizure in court.

In the trial that followed, Lawrence Ferlinghetti argued passionately that Howl was the most important poem published in America since the Second World War, possibly since T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land. Ginsberg wasn’t obscene, claimed Ferlinghetti; he was merely an artist expressing a point of view contrary to the prevailing philosophy of the times: “It is not the poet but what he observes which is revealed as obscene,” he wrote in the San Francisco Chronicle. “The great obscene wastes of Howl are the sad wastes of the mechanized world, lost among atom bombs and insane nationalisms.”

On May 21, after the U.S. Customs Bureau in Washington had advised the San Francisco office not to take further action, the confiscated copies of the book were released. Then, in the first week of June, Captain William Hanrahan of the Juvenile Department of the San Francisco Police Department arrested Ferlinghetti and his bookstore manager, Shigeyoshi Murao, on the grounds that the books were not fit for children to read. Both were taken to the Hall of Justice and fingerprinted.

During the celebrated trial that continued over the summer, outrage over the poem and over its suppression steadily mounted, generating passion on both sides. By the time the trial was over and Judge Clayton W. Horn had released his twelve-point opinion (“12. In considering material claimed to be obscene it is well to remember the motto: Honi soit qui mal y pense. [Shame to him who thinks evil thoughts]”), ten thousand copies of the book were in print.

By seeking to protect the public from reading about people “who let themselves be fucked in the ass by saintly motorcyclists, and screamed with joy,” the conservative advocates of censorship succeeded in doing more than anyone else to spread the news of the poem about a “teahead joyride” and the “peyote solidities of halls.”

Howl contained no fewer than twelve explicit references to the use of illicit drugs, in effect proclaiming them holy. Ginsberg had sat on a San Francisco bus, weeping as he wrote what would become the “Footnote,” the coda and final movement of the poem, the spiritual counterpoint to the fiery indignation of the Moloch section. Before the poem was over, he had proclaimed everything holy: friends, lovers, jazz bands, instruments, every private part of the body, every conceivable sex act, the middle class, cities, visions, time, eternity, the soul, his mother in the insane asylum, his father’s cock, the heavens, the cafeterias, the rivers, the pavement, the sea, the desert, the very shit in the toilet, the typewriter, poetry, the voice, heaven, ecstasy, “the Angel in Moloch,” Everyman was holy, Everything was holy, holy in “the bop apocalypse.”

“Virtually from that moment on, I knew that the fundamental issues of drug use in America in our time were going to become inextricable from issues of free speech and First Amendment rights and obscenity laws,” Ginsberg asserted. “The scenario would soon enough repeat itself with Burroughs and Naked Lunch…In the end, I knew you couldn’t have it both ways. You couldn’t have a society that allowed free and unfettered creative expression, which also might incorporate material about the use of consciousness-altering substances, without a significant segment of the population becoming interested in their use as well. The use of drugs was going to be a cutting-edge issue—one of the fundamental ways we would define ourselves as a people in the second half of the twentieth century.”

Howl was only the beginning. In the rapid metamorphosis of the work from poem to cultural event, history would confer upon Allen Ginsberg the role of ambassador of an entirely new cultural sensibility, particularly after Jack Kerouac’s On the Road was finally published in September of 1957 by Viking Press, and word about the almost completely unknown author and his book about a new generation of rootless young people driving across America and looking for kicks started spreading like wildfire. On the Road was a book that the age seemed to demand, with an audience of high-school and college students who seemed to know exactly what it was about even before opening its cover.

Almost as soon as the Beat Generation began emerging as a cultural movement that transcended its literature, the media spin became vitriolic. The common thread of attack began with the viewpoint that the Beats were nothing but a bunch of juvenile delinquents and drugged eccentrics who refused to grow up and take responsibility for themselves, producing an irrelevant and misguided literature. Their criminal activities and use of drugs made them a menace to society; their moral decadence undermined not only law and order but national security. They were deviants, dropouts, homosexuals, drunkards, pill takers, junkies, and convicts. Liberals decried their apolitical stance; conservatives viewed them as a threat to middle-class morality and ethics. An article by Norman Podhoretz in the spring 1958 issue of the the Partisan Review, “The Know-Nothing Bohemians,” typified the accusations. Podhoretz, later to become one of the nation’s leading neoconservatives, claimed that the motto of Kerouac and his colleagues was as follows: “Kill the intellectuals who can talk coherently, kill the people who can sit still for five minutes at a time, kill those incomprehensible characters who are capable of getting seriously involved with a woman, a job, a cause.” What the Beat Generation really represented, Podhoretz claimed in Esquire, was nothing less than “a conspiracy to overthrow civilization.”

The ferocity of the attacks, as well as their sanctimonious bombast, only drew more young readers to investigate the literature. Poetry readings were soon booming in North Beach at places like the Co-Existence Bagel Shop, the hungry i, the Gas Haven, and the Place, attracting to the city larger groups of kids who had read Howl and On the Road and had gone on the road themselves to search hungrily for some part of the experience that they had perceived in the writing. When Herb Caen of the San Francisco Chronicle derisively labeled them beatniks in his column (because, like the Soviet Sputnik then orbiting the earth, they were so absolutely “out there”), he also observed that “the smell of marijuana is becoming stronger than the smell of garlic” in the North Beach area. The police began increasing their presence, and by the “beatnik summer” of 1958 a crackdown was in full swing, drawing a line that would merely succeed in charging the scene with more energy and excitement. What had begun with the publication of the novel had quickly turned into a media storm that would launch On the Road, its author, and a whole way of life to the level of a national industry.

The advent of the Beat Generation brought nothing but grief for Jack Kerouac, however. As he was writing The Dharma Bums, Grove Press released The Subterraneans, which was immediately savaged by the press. The reviews plunged Kerouac into a black despair. Worse than the outright attacks were the parodies, an endless barrage of articles and commentaries and shows that trivialized and ridiculed him. Kerouac responded by going on six-day drinking binges, lurching from bar to bar, making pathetic spectacles of himself. For the next three years, he would watch, helplessly drunk, bitter, and bewildered, suffering a kind of nervous breakdown as the media fed the public their stereotypical images of the beatnik: a dirty, goateed, black-clad, pacifist pot smoker wearing sandals, playing bongos, snapping his fingers, obsessed with jazz and poetry, drinking espresso, and uttering phrases like “Cool, daddy!” Before long, the Beat Generation was being turned into cliché television fare such as the character of Maynard G. Krebs in The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis. The more his audience seemed to become interested in marijuana as a result of reading his books, the more Kerouac sought to disassociate himself from what Gilbert Millstein had called the “readily recognizable stigmata” of drug use in his rave review of the book in The New York Times. And considering the events in California and the fate of Neal Cassady—busted for possession and sale of three joints and sentenced to two terms of five years to life to run concurrently in San Quentin—Kerouac’s was a well-founded apprehension.

Ginsberg and Kerouac reacted differently to Cassady’s arrest and incarceration. Though he felt partly responsible due to the publicity unleashed by his novel, Kerouac distanced himself almost immediately; Ginsberg, on the other hand, was galvanized into action.

“To me, Neal’s arrest was graphic proof of how the whole phenomenon of the Beat Generation could be stigmatized because of the use of these substances. It was becoming clear to me that the only way people like Neal and myself who smoked marijuana as part of a way of life would ever be safe was when the laws were changed.”
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