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Abstract

My Witness Is the Empty Sky: Journeys of the Beat Generation is a
piece of travel writing and ficto-critical writing, aiming to combine
historical information with creative work. In this way it tells the story
of the Beat Generation in various world-wide locations, concentrating
on the life of the writer Jack Kerouac and his relationship with each
city. The novel takes its title from The Dharma Bums, a book Kerouac
wrote in 1958 detailing the rise of the Beat Generation in San
Francisco and New York.! It includes a chapter set in San Francisco,
adapted from a piece that was submitted as an Honours thesis three

years ago.

Kerouac’s ‘Rules for Spontaneous Prose’ are thirty short phrases
dictating his preferred method of writing style and the sources of
inspiration behind his work.> They describe a way of writing that
includes very little punctuation and grammar, is composed
spontaneously and is strongly influenced by the author’s life and
surroundings. These rules were used as a guideline for writing the
novel, so that some of the energy and style of Kerouac’'s work is
reflected in the narrative. The author often slips into spontaneous
ramblings or drifts off into random tangents, just as Kerouac
demonstrated in his books. Kerouac had a strong belief that the first
copy of something written shouldn’t be changed or edited.® Obviously
this was not an appropriate action for writing this novel, but great care

was taken to ensure that the spirit of Beat writing was maintained in

! Kerouac, Jack The Dharma Bums, London, Harper Collins, (1958) 1994.

2 Kerouac, Jack Heaven and Other Poems, San Francisco, Grey Fox Press, 1959, p.
46.

3 Campbell, James This is the Beat Generation, London, Vintage, 2000, p. 262.



the text. For example, in the San Francisco chapter, a brief paragraph
utilising the language particular to the Beat Generation is a way of
capturing some of the spirit of the time and demonstrating how the
language was used. Although it is over the top and exaggerated, this
paragraph is designed to be rhythmical and poetic and reflect the

spontaneous prose Kerouac is so famous for.

Jack Kerouac used the character Jack Duluoz in a selection of his
novels that deal with his life up until 1965. He called these books The
Duluoz Legend and aimed to have them eventually published as one
big book. There is no doubt that Jack Duluoz is Jack Kerouac and other
Beat Generation figures feature under pseudonyms as well. Just as
much of the Beat Generation’s writing and poetry are semi-
autobiographical and self-indulgent, this story uses the author’s own
experiences whilst travelling around the world to convey aspects of the
history and personalities behind a particular literature movement. Just
as in The Duluoz Legend, the author is also the main character in the

novel.

The other characters in My Witness Is the Empty Sky are always on
the peripheral. In Kerouac’s semi-autobiographical novels, he observed
and described the people whom he met on his journeys. Apart from
the select few who warranted it, most of these characters were under-
developed and shallow. My Witness Is the Empty Sky reflects this by
revealing very little about the other characters. For example, The Boy
is Stella’s link to home and Australia and obviously an important factor
in her life, however, nothing significant about him is revealed. Just like
Jack Duluoz, Stella is the main character in this book and nothing is

allowed to detract from that.



The remnants of this movement in today’s society are uncovered as
the author visits the Beat Hotel, Beat-related festivals and the former
residences of Beat Generation writers. This bears a resemblance to the
work of Chris Challis is his 1984 novel Quest for Kerouac, who re-told
Kerouac’s most popular novel On The Road, by taking the same route
the book portrays and exploring the contemporary surroundings. By
describing the physical aspects of the places visited and then
comparing them to the places portrayed in the novel, Challis” work is

not so much about discovery, but clarification.?

In this case, the structure of the novel reflects the style and structure
of Kerouac’s Lonesome Traveler, in which the main character Jack
Duluoz travels in San Francisco, Mexico, Tangier, Paris and New York.
In My Witness is the Empty Sky, Stella travels a similar route to Jack
Duluoz’s, with the ghost of Jack Kerouac for company. In the end she
travels to Kerouac’'s home town of Lowell, Massachusetts to lay the
ghost to rest. The chapters dealing with the life of the Beat Generation
in San Francisco, Paris, New York and Lowell are somewhat longer
than the other two chapters, in accordance with the importance of
these cities to Kerouac. On the other hand, the chapters set in Mexico
City and Tangier offer the opportunity to explore the life and writing of
people other than Jack Kerouac, such as William Burroughs. Kerouac
does not feature until the very end in the Tangier chapter as, unlike
Burroughs, his relationship with that particular city was not vital to his
work. The chapter set in Mexico City is of a differing style from that of
the others to reflect the lyrical, spontaneous poetry that Kerouac

created in that city and the sometimes erratic nature of his writing.

4 Challis, Chris Quest for Kerouac, London, Faber and Faber Ltd, 1984.



The chapters are constructed, like those in Lonesome Traveler, as

individual narratives.

The Beat Generation, which includes writers such as Allen Ginsberg,
William Burroughs and Gregory Corso, was famous for an unsavoury
lifestyle which included promiscuous sex and drug experimentation. In
the novel, the main character, Stella, drinks and takes drugs with
Kerouac and sometimes by herself. She makes a decision to explore
everything Beat and this pastime is one more thing that needs to be
investigated. The drugs often open up a world that was previously
unavailable to Stella; in New York she gets stoned with Kerouac in a
hotel room and witnesses the creation of one of the most famous Beat
poems, Pull My Daisy®, by Kerouac, Ginsberg and Neal Cassady. In
Mexico City, she is drunkenly able to watch as Burroughs kills his wife
Joan. Just as Beat Generation writers used their environment as a
source of inspiration and often wrote under the influence of narcotics
or alcohol, certain scenes were created under unusual conditions to

convey a particular atmosphere and mood.

Kerouac is the major focus of the novel. He is the one member of the
Beat Generation with whom Stella is able to interact during her
travels. He appears during significant moments all over the world to
aid her in her quest to find everything Beat. Throughout all the visits
to abandoned accommodations and torn-down bars, he is the one link
to the Beat Generation that keeps her on track. When she is
disillusioned by the consumerist nature of a conference in his honour,
he appears to take her out for a hamburger. At the same time, he is a

destructive force and lost man who clings to Stella because she is his

5> Kerouac, Jack Scattered Poems, San Francisco, City Lights Books, 1970.



only link to the modern world. The character of Jack Kerouac has been
carefully constructed by Stella’s mind, based on his writing. Kerouac’s
dialogue is constructed mainly from interview quotes, poems, letters
or lines out of his novels. In this way, his personality, feelings and
sentiments are captured and he is more real. Just as Stella did, this
novel wanted to create a character out of Kerouac, and is a character

constructed on the basis of his own writing, biographies and letters.

A biography of Kerouac’s life is created in the novel by including
descriptions of key events in his life. Aspects of his unpredictable
personality are uncovered by his reactions to certain situations. The
issues explored include Kerouac’s strong ties to his mother, his
unstable relationships with women and his inability to cope with fame.
Kerouac battled with alcoholism throughout most of his life. Often it
interfered with his writing, performances and relationships.® His
alcoholism is demonstrated by the character constantly being seen
with a drink in his hand and his unruly and disruptive behaviour.
Kerouac’s disintegration over the course of the narratives reflects the
downward spiral his life took over several decades. Sometimes he is
portrayed as being as upbeat, young and happy as he was before he
had completed his first novel and the term ‘Beatnik’ had been coined.
In Lowell, for example, he is a fresh faced eighteen-year-old on his
way to college. Throughout the novel, his personality and physical
appearance change considerably, reflecting how his age and substance
abuse over the years took their toll. Kerouac’s difficulty with dealing
with his fame is shown by his cynical and sometimes angry
disposition.” His depressive nature is also reflected in Stella, especially

as she wanders around New York - high and happy one minute and

® Turner, Steve Jack Kerouac: Angelheaded Hipster, New York, Viking, 1996, p. 166.
" Turner, Steve Jack Kerouac: Angelheaded Hipster, New York, 1996, p. 167.



sad and lonely the next, for no apparent reason. At times in the novel
Kerouac is in as disastrous a state physically and mentally as he was in

the months leading up to his death.

The themes that are present in the novels and poetry of Jack Kerouac
are also demonstrated in My Witness Is the Empty Sky. The author
continually talks about modes of transport, clothing and food in much
the same way that Kerouac liked to write about trains, canvas shoes
and apple pie in his novels. Kerouac littered his writing with references
to popular culture in order to establish a definitive atmosphere and
time period for his work. My Witness Is the Empty Sky mentions
clothing brands, make-up, musicians and candy bars to create a sense

of place in each city that the author visits.

The religious and spiritual side of Jack Kerouac and how this is
reflected in his writing and lifestyle is one theme that is also examined.
Kerouac grew up a devout Catholic and evolved into a Buddhist and he
talks about both religions extensively in his novels and poetry. The
duality of his religious beliefs is shown by his references to Buddhist
terminology and his drunken prayers for his long-dead brother,
Gerard.

Dreams are also a huge feature of Kerouac’s writing. Book of Dreams
is a novel solely dedicated to descriptions of Kerouac’s night visions.
He also talked about dreams in his other novels and poems. Kerouac
strongly believed that dreams were a way into the subconscious that

could reveal aspects of the dreamer’s personality and possibly their



future®. In My Witness Is the Empty Sky, the author mentions her

dreams during various chapters as a way of expressing her feelings.

Kerouac’s writing is strongly influenced by jazz music, whereby he
sought to imitate the styles, rhythm and spontaneity of jazz in his
poetry and prose.’ Music is an important component in My Witness is
the Empty Sky. For example when Stella and Kerouac listen to a jazz
poetry performance, the music changes the pace and style of the
writing and overwhelms the characters. When they go dancing at a
modern nightclub, the electronic music experienced in the nightclub is
written about in the same manner that Kerouac wrote about a jazz
performance, describing not only the sounds and rhythms, but how it
makes you feel and react. Stella also constantly refers to her iPod, the
sounds that it emits and how it helps her cope with her travels. In
Mexico City she listens to a song by Bob Dylan which has references to
Kerouac’s book of poems Mexico City Blues and in New York she
listens to jazz poetry recordings feature Kerouac. The iPod is
omnipresent in the story, whether it is in Stella’s ears or held by a
fellow passenger on the subway in New York. This is significant
because it demonstrates the importance and influence of music on
Stella’s generation, which escapes to an insular world of sound
through tiny white earphones, rather than gathering in a bar to hear

Charlie Parker.

The impact of the Beat Generation on modern society is explored in
the novel. In every city, the author is confronted with a remnant of

Beatnikdom. For example, Stella attends a poetry reading in Paris and

8 Nicosia, Gerald Memory Babe: a critical biography of Jack Kerouac, San Francisco,
University of California Press, 1983.

9 Campbell, James This is the Beat Generation, London, Vintage, 2000, p. 19.



uncovers a group of writers who declare themselves to be a
modernised, but ultimately more organised version of the Beat
Generation. She also attends the Kerouac Conference in Lowell, MA
and discovers just how marketable the Kerouac image has become
when faced with tea towels, t-shirts and posters bearing his name. The
chapter set in Lowell, touches on a controversial subject when it
guestions the handling of the Kerouac Estate by a group of relatives

who are selling off mementoes and possessions one by one.

In each chapter, the influence of the city on the Beat Generation is
explored. In this way, the city is presented as a character, showing
how the location had a strong effect on the writers’ work.!® For
example, San Francisco’s reputation as a city that fosters a bohemian
and alternative lifestyle is displayed during the festival attended by the
author and the descriptions of several eccentric characters that are
encountered. The importance of ‘the pad’ in Beatnik culture is
emphasised by the author’s accommodations. In the bohemian and
intellectual Berkeley, the author is forced to inhabit a completely
‘uncool’ and fake hotel, so unlike the hip and inspiring ‘pads’ of the
Beat Generation.’ When she finally makes it to the infamous Beat
Hotel in Paris, she is faced with a four-star opulent establishment and
moves herself into a roach-infested room to try and gather some

sense of what it was like to live in Paris when Allen Ginsberg did.

Some of the major features of the ‘scene’ that existed in each city in

Kerouac’s lifetime are examined as the author visits the haunts of the

10 Meltzer, David San Francisco Beat: Talking with the Poets 2001, San Francisco,
City Lights Books, preface.

1 Morgan, Bill The Beat Generation in San Francisco, A Literary Tour 2003, San
Francisco, City Lights Books, p. 162-163.



Beat Generation and describes the significant events that took place
there and what has become of the buildings. By slipping in and out of
time and space, information about each city’s layout and history is
revealed. There is a sense of loss as Stella and Kerouac loiter around
the city looking for his old friends and hangouts. It is almost
understandable when he lashes out from tthe frustration of finding
them long gone and that a miscellaneous buiilding has been erected in
its place. In this way, Kerouac and the reader are reminded that he is
a ghost, that there is nothing but the words he left behind. It is Stella
who still clings to the notion that there is something of the Beat
Generation left in the world and who struggles to bring its essence to

the surface.

Various quotes from writers and personalities of the Beat Generation
are used to give structure to each chapter and provide insights into the
topics discussed. Poets such as Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Kenneth
Rexroth are quoted in reference to the atmosphere of San Francisco
and the ‘scene’. Quotes taken from interviews with William Burroughs

add depth to descriptions of his life in Tangier and Mexico City.

My Witness Is the Empty Sky is, above all, a love story. It is the story
of a young woman so obsessed with a particular genre of literature,
that she travels around the world trying tto discover the meaning
behind the words. A true bibliophile, she is more excited about
browsing through a Left Bank bookstore than ascending the Eiffel
Tower. Her friendship with Kerouac is based! on her research into his
life and the kind of friendships he had with many other women. The
author often plays second fiddle to Kerouac; it is she who follows him

around the city, letting him lead her from ome site to the next. She is



not completely reliant on him and is frustrated when he pops up at the
strangest moments to distract her or cause trouble. At the end of
some chapters, she becomes so frustrated and disgusted with his
behaviour that she finally walks away. However, it is apparent that
having Jack Kerouac pop up in her life is a pattern and it is not
surprising when she goes to the next city and begins to follow him
again. The author’s obsession with Kerouac means that she will never
be rid of him and that she will continue to learn from him, as he acts
as a kind of guide to another time and place for which she was never

present.
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Prologue

Galvanised shed, outback New South Wales, but so dark that I haven't
seen exactly where I am yet. A two and a half hour drive, including the
quick toilet stop where The Boy smoked a cigarette too close to a
petrol pump, so we were fighting before we’d even hit the highway.
Our road trips always lack the spontaneity, music and booze that
everyone else’s seem to have. But we always go to the same place.

Galvanised shed, outback New South Wales.

Now we sit in silence, passing crackers occasionally. I have to warm up
and I'm determined not to let him touch me, so I sit as close to the
fire as possible. The fire is not so much roaring, as humming, but it's
red hot and the logs have purple flames licking off their sides. I am in
a terrible mood. I am in an armchair that has sure intentions to
swallow me whole, its arms curving over my body no matter which

way I lie. Suffocated even by furniture.

I take a book and I can’t read anymore, each letter picks up its legs
and scurries back and forth across the page. I have darting eyes
following them and they crawl up the spine and onto my fingers and
disappear up a sleeve. But the blank page doesn’t make much more
sense. I take a pen and I can’t write anymore either, not what I should
be writing anyway. My journals are full of nonsense. As I read them I
consider the possibility of literary sabotage by The Boy. Who is this
silly person who doesn’t believe in umbrellas? Who is dutifully dating
and numbering the entries? Who told me this was okay? I can see the
words in my journals, but they make no sense. I pick up Kerouac’s

Lonesome Traveler and it fits perfectly into my palm, I can almost hear

11



it sigh with me. I stroke the stain of pear juice that blots one corner
perfectly, remembering how eating pears in a European summer is like

French kissing, all juice and lips.

This is the dream I have in that chair: Jack Kerouac calls me up one
day and asks me to marry him. I can’t answer because I'm halfway
through a massive bite of a cheese bagel (and I think, Where did I get
this bagel from? Which city am I even in?). He takes my muffling
answers as a no, so he starts screaming down the phone, I hear the
splatter of his angry spit on the receiver and soon enough I feel its
wetness. Then I feel the spongy moist pucker of his lips on the side of
my face. And the bark of his voice vibrates in my ear. Soon enough,
his breath sucks in strands of my hair in the pauses between abuse
and then it's his whole head that I'm holding; cradling it against
myself and then he’s not shouting anymore, he’s almost purring. I
stroke his head and he lets his mouth go slack and a small rivulet of
drool starts its way across my arm. I still don’t say yes or no to what
he asked me. I'm not at all surprised he has climbed through the

phone.

I wake up shaking, with my fingers in my eyes, head level with a
tractor wheel, red wine still crusted near the corners of my mouth. The
Boy is passed out tenderly hugging a guitar and has the middle-aged
look of red wine sleep. I walk outside and the cold crackles through my
arthritis. I feel the watchful eye of a thousand stars, repeat that in a

whisper and then scold myself for using such a cliché.

My witness is the empty sky. My feelings don’t matter anymore. My

head is buzzing. I'm on a plane. I'm going somewhere. I could be on a

12



train, sleeping slumped forward against the seat in front, or sprawled
on the deck of a boat. I'm watching Croatian islands go so sleepily by
in the early morning. I am waiting for the Mexican women to walk
slowly, slowly through the markets. And my feet are as dirty as that
poor child watching from behind her piles of stacked-up buckets and
Tupperware. I am meeting people. I am talking to everyone. I am
holed up lonely in Lowell staring out a window into a courtyard full of
wet sheets. I wait patiently in Paris for the man at the Metro to serve
me, the first words I've uttered in forty- eight hours. I forget how it
feels to look forward to something. Instead I am always looking for
something. I don’t know how the calendar works anymore. I am so
tired. My witness is an empty notebook. My sky hasn’t changed since
1954. I use each town, each city, each person for my own selfish
writing. I blow through and take all the relevant books I can get my
hands on. In Tangier, I walk along the rocks by the ocean and think
about diving in and washing off a day of sweat and couscous stains. I
am blind in a crowd of 180,000 people roaming Manhattan streets with

Starbucks and small dogs.

It doesn’t start anywhere I can think of, it is one big wobbly circle.
Australia back and forth. We go San Francisco, Mexico City, Tangier,
Paris, New York, Massachusetts and a hundred little bus stops and
restaurants and bathrooms in between. A galvanised shed in the

middle of nowhere.

And always bloody Jack Kerouac, my personal, alcoholic, literati ghost.
The Boy is no match for him. Itching for attention in every
supermarket, library, party and train trip. It is the worst when I am

drunk and I get so angry with him for interrupting and I say, ‘Fuck you

13



Jack.” and cause a scene in a bathroom for talking to a mirror and am
accused by sickly concerned friends of taking too much speed. Even as
I write this he is sitting poised on the edge of my futon in a lotus
position and running through his Buddhist terminology - Dharma,
Nirvana, Tathata, Thathagata, Bodhisattva-Manasattvas. And then we
have conversations which are more like arguments and I end up
retorting, ‘Well it's all right for some people who have the luxury of
still living in 1959.” With Kerouac I am either the child or the mother-

there is no in between.

I first met Jack five years ago in a Paris bookstore, when a friend
stretched over the low the tables and poked me with On the Road, a
sharp corner scratching my arm, leaving behind small beads of blood.

‘Any book that makes you bleed needs to be read,’ he said.

On The Road is one of those books that you want everyone to read,
thinking that you are the first and only person to discover its energy
and magic. Kerouac appeared during a summer of teenage European
jaunting. Later, during a stint of University work in a bookshop, he
forced me to order in expensive slim paperbacks from America to fill
the stifled Literature section. Sometimes I lost him amongst popular
fiction and cultural studies essays; only to feel him come up behind me
at the last moment before an assignment was due, asking me why I

wasn’t more Zen.

The Boy wakes up, sees I've been walking in circles and talking to
myself and lets me know happily that I am unconsciously rolling a blob
of soft cheese around the ends of my hair. ‘How did it get to this?’ I

ask him.

14



‘You should have stopped reading years ago,” he tells me. ‘And you

never should have gone to San Francisco.’

15



San Francisco June

'‘San Francisco was the only city in the US which was not settled
overland by the westward-spreading puritan tradition ... It had been
settled mostly by gamblers, prostitutes, rascals and fortune seekers.’ -

Kenneth Rexroth’?

I trundle my bags up Montgomery towards Broadway, fighting against
the wind and spy Jack Kerouac just a bit further up the hill. He is
standing at the base of 1010 Montgomery, his shoulders hunched
against the cold, his hair falling over one eye. He is looking up at the
apartment where his dear friend Allen Ginsberg wrote How/ after
quitting a market research job, embracing his sexuality and devoting
his life to poetry after one seminal visit to his therapist. Jack looks
perplexed or half asleep as he squints towards Ginsberg’s window,
which is now not a window at all but smooth white boards that throw
his stare back at him. ‘Hey Jack,’ I say, and then pause, not sure if he
can see me yet. He doesn’t reply, so I turn to go, confident that he’ll
grab me some other time, but as I'm starting back down the hill he
lunges at me and in one swift move wraps me up in a giant bear hug,
his chin locking my head into his neck, his arms squeezing so tight
that I can feel myself concertina vertically.

‘Hal’ he cries, ‘Hal Hal’

It is not a laugh, but a carefully executed exclamation.

‘You didn't look me up in New York!’ he yells.

‘Wasn't there yet Jack,” I say and I'm not sure if he is really angry or
just playful. It's one thing I've learnt after all these years - Jack’s

moods clamber for attention so badly that he can hate you in a

12 Campbell, This is the Beat Generation,Vintage, London, 2000, p. 159.
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second. I ask him what he’s doing here, loitering outside 1010
Montgomery, thinking maybe he’s waiting for some form of Allen,
maybe he’s looking for Peter Orlovsky.

‘I've left something great in there,” he replies, ‘I've left my ‘Rules for

Spontaneous Prose’ tacked to the wall.’

These first couple of jet-lagged hours have so far involved negotiating
public transport and fiddling with cloned green bills. I have been to
America before, but never San Francisco and during the preparations
and flight the only images I could conjure up revolved around 1980s
sitcoms and that overwhelming, over photographed bridge. With the
theme from Full House in my head, the first thing that hits me as I
leave the airport is how cold it is here. Even in the middle of what is
supposedly summer, my toes are curled up in my sandals and nipples
strain against my t-shirt. I am reminded of Kerouac’s first cross-
country hitchhiking extravaganza, when he took the wrong road out of
New York and was left stranded in the rain, with useless falling apart
Mexican sandals. To be hopelessly unprepared for these kind of trips is
almost a rule for me. I make things difficult so I can gain some kind of
satisfaction by overcoming even the smallest obstacles. I tell myself
not buy a jacket in this weather - the cold will only make it more
interesting. If I can wear this in an Australian winter then surely it will

do for San Fran in June.

Listen to the hubbub of San Fran city. A junction for the masses and
the Zen scrambling poets. Outside the dorm room window, it roars. It
is not beckoning, it is terrifying, intimidating, telling me to stay in.
Outside the dorm window I can see the tops of corn rows and black

vinyl shoulders hunched under the flashing breasts that make up the



‘O’s of a neon strip joint sign. I am at 494 Broadway, North Beach. Up
this end of town there are old pizza joints, car parks and sex shops.
The building I am staying in used to be the El Matador nightclub, which
hosted the 1959 premiere of the Beat depicting film Pull My Daisy.
Now it is narrow carpeted hallways, thumped by twenty-year-olds with
heavy loads. Jack Kerouac doesn’t come in with me, but leans on the
doorway, holding it open for the travellers who clumsily shift through
and up the staircase to Reception. I can sense what he’s thinking,

‘These aren'’t real travellers, they are shiny lucky trail beaters.’

Today, in San Francisco, he is tanned, happy young Jack, broad
shouldered and smiling. This is the early Jack, his eyes are grinning,
he is bright, over-enthusiastic and energetic. He has the look of a
young man who knows he is about to do something great. He'll marry
three times, have one unwanted daughter and produce eighteen works
of basically autobiographical stuff that will be translated into twenty-
one languages and earn him an enthronement. King of the Beats. This
is the good Jack, I tell myself, this is the Jack I've wanted to see. But
the truth is I dont know how to handle his good moods and
spontaneity and frightening jumps from one action, thought, story to
the next. It is the dark old Jack, the yellowed, saggy, hopeless man
who I can understand and try to take care of. This is the Kerouac who
I frequently find sweating on one side of my bed in the early morning,
spit bubbles forming in the corner of his mouth with each breath, so
slow, heavy and calculated. Who I talk to in the mirror, propping him
up over a vomit-splashed sink, not admonishing him, but just asking

him nicely to please not do it again.
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I am not planning on this happening during my stay in San Fran. I
have left The Boy behind and want only to enjoy myself and for once
to enjoy Jack Kerouac. I have a nice little montage in my head, in
black and white with a Duran Duran soundtrack of me walking the city
coolly and fashionably with a sprightly young Jack in tow. I imagine we
will be going to old haunts and special places that I've only read about,
that I've been thinking about and trying to form in my head on a
dehydrating twelve hour flight across the Pacific.

As we turn away from the door I tell him, ‘This is your town, Jack, I
am only here to observe.’

He is bobbing beside me, his head down and hands in his pockets,
whistling something familiar.

In between a breath and a whistle his pursed lips relax and I watch
him mumble, ‘Submissive to everything, open, listening.’

It’s number two of the Rules.

I'm staying at a Backpackers’ place filled with the pale, hairless legs of
Manchester students on a short working break. When I tell them why
I'm here, they furrow their brows and press their lips together in
confusion. It is the same reaction I got from the Customs Officer when
he asked about the purpose of my trip, his ‘approved’ stamp hovering
above the paper, deciding if a Beat Generation devotee qualified as a

terrorist threat or not.

Five decades ago to be a disciple of this literature was considered
radical, bohemian and counterculture. San Francisco was the heavy
scene of experimentation, poetry readings, controversial political
statements and censorship trials. It was the second home to the Beat

Generation, mellowing out after hard-edged New York. Now, Beat is
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everywhere. It is cute and kitsch. It has made its way around the
world through translations and resurrections and festivals. I was born
on another continent and twenty-six years after On the Road was
published and did not witness the profound changes that Kerouac and
his peers inspired through lifestyle, music and the written word. They
demonstrated a carefree, reckless and entirely fresh approach to
literature, relationships and living. But I am not this kind of literati
rebel. Despite Jack’s insistence, I am not looking for advice on how to

start my own literature movement. I am only curious.

On the corner of Columbus and Broadway it looms ahead, the banner
of a Pablo Neruda poem announcing its social intentions. City Lights,
the great publishing house and bookstore baby of San Francisco’s first
poet laureate, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, is celebrating its 50th
Anniversary with a festival and several Beat inspired events. I ask Jack
if he’s impressed by all the attention and look at the pictures in the
window of the store. I make a face like a fish — puckered up lips and
blow a kiss to one of the jacket photos, in which he is five inches high,
legs apart and squinting into the sun.

He doesn’t look at his own picture as he replies, ‘No fear or shame in
the dignity of your experience, language & knowledge.’

Rule number 24.

As the first all-paperback bookstore in the United States, City Lights
shocked the system with its progressive literature, poetry and works of
a political nature. From its opening day in 1953 until today, it has
functioned as a bookstore, publishing house and poets’ hangout. I step
into the store like a nervous lover, not quite believing I'm allowed to

look and touch. There are three levels to the store and the publishing
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section is high up on the fourth. The first things I notice are
definitively named book categories including everything from
Muckraking to Anarchism to Stolen Continents to Evidence. Jack trails
next to me, puzzling over the work. He follows me up the stairs to the
Beat Literature section and takes a seat at the table near the window.
Signs proclaim, 'Sit down, read a book’, but he just stares at the
shelves, while I scramble over titles I've never even heard of before;
pulling books of the shelf in a mad panic that they’ll disappear in the

next five minutes after waiting so long for me to show up.

There are two New York accents climbing up the stairs.

‘Send me some poems, throw them my way, here’s my address.’

‘Just you wait, you’ll be flooded.’

Jack stands up loudly and stomps down the stairs, pushing past the
men. I follow him, passing the bulletin boards and letter racks to the
basement, where he again sits down and looks around, confused,
baffled. This is where Jack would sit for hours with Ginsberg and Neal
Cassady, rapping about the world, sharing their writing. He jumps up
once more and shouts loudly to Commodity Aesthetics, ‘Avoid the
world, it's just a lot of dust and drag and means nothing in the end,’

before running up the stairs and out of the store.

I wait outside City Lights, too scared to go across Jack Kerouac Street
to Café Vesuvio. I can see Dave Eggers looking through one of the
front windows and it’s disturbing. He is not a Beat writer, he is only
thirty-one, but he did write a moving semi-autobiographical novel that
makes me feel like I know a little too much about him, and that is
intimidating. And although he’s too far away to tell, his writing makes

him sound handsome. They are setting up speakers, microphones and
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drums out the front of the store, where the road has been blocked off
from traffic and security men installed. I take my place outside City
Lights with the jam of ill-fitting suits and dreadlocks. A middle-aged
woman, a vision in purple crushed velvet, hands me her self-published
selection of poems, urging me to make the $5 purchase. Suddenly
Lawrence Ferlinghetti is booming at the mike. His eighty-four-year-old
voice is as powerful as ever; it's like a gust that throws me backwards.
After years of listening to him on recordings, it is remarkable to finally
hear it in person. There are other readers such as local poet Jack
Hirschman and yes, Dave Eggers, but it is a nameless upbeat young
poet who really gets my attention with a poem about San Francisco.
His poem is powerful, exacting, complete. You can feel the energy
start to rumble through the crowd as his poem picks up pace and
suddenly people are shouting, calling out ‘Yes!’ hollering and moving
forward to hear more. I push against the crowd, trying to get closer,

as if I could absorb his voice, as if he is reading this just for me.

I wonder whether this is how it felt Friday night October 7th 1955 at
the Six Gallery where Ginsberg read How/ for the very first time
amongst five other poets and an entirely drunk audience. Kerouac sat
up front drinking Californian Burgundy and rooting him on like
encouraging a jazz man to sustain a brilliant solo; the poem full of
sailors, sex, bad language and power. Ginsberg’s description of the
young bohemians was read with momentum and abandon. Even a
recording of the poem is thrilling, with Ginsberg’s deep and controlled
voice teasing the listener with each line about masturbation and drugs

in New York. It is fifteen minutes that scares and pains and jostles.
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In 1956, after publishing How/ and Other Poems, Ferlinghetti was
caught up in the heavy censorship trial revolving around the ‘obscene’
nature of the poem and its potential to corrupt American youth. He
proudly displayed copies of the poem in City Lights’ window with a sign
advertising ‘Banned Books!’. This was a landmark First Amendment
case in that, for once, the good guys found victory and How/ continued
to be published. The precedent set by the Howl/ trial has held up all
these years, thanks to the judge’s key phrase that you couldn’t ‘judge
a work to be obscene if it had the slightest redeeming social

importance.’

After the reading I take my cold self to Kearny Street and the site of
the Hall of Justice where the infamous trial took place. It is now a
green tinged Holiday Inn, whose dehydrating lobby I sit in for a few
minutes, rubbing my arms on the chairs so roughly that they exfoliate.
I go back up the street to Café Specs, recently named ‘the best place
to write poetry and the great American novel’, but it is gloomily
closed; its windows promising so much with their fill of reviews and

articles.

I go up Columbus, Green, Vallejo, past the old US café where the
country’s largest collection of psychedelic drug related books are
housed in the library. Just a few doors down, a small sign announces
The Hotel Bohe'me, a dark and minimalist address with a picture of a
beret on the door. It is advertised as the place to stay for a truly
authentic North Beach Beatnik experience. After one look at the room

prices, I am not sure how any visiting poet could afford to stay here.
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Finally I take my full bladder to a laminex table at the very full Cafe
Trieste. The crowd is full of literary types sitting with open books, pens
poised or fingers hovering over a laptop. They are reading, jotting and
sneaking occasional glances around the room to check what everyone
else is doing. Masterpieces have been created here, with a cheese
danish in hand and the hiss of the espresso machine in the
background. Everyone from Francis Ford Coppola to Lawrence
Ferlinghetti has brought typewriters here to work late into the night.
Jack’s picture climbs the wall with everyone else’s. His handsome pose
is struck next to Neal Cassady; sex addict, aspiring writer and the

madman inspiration for On The Road.

At night, pieces of Kerouac are reflected in the way I stroll casually
with a notebook in my pocket and my hair in front of my eyes, so that
I don't have to meet the stares of the lurchers and the lungers. I roam
up Columbus and buy gum at a convenience store where the Bell Hotel
used to stand. The apartment building a few doors down looks like an
old hotel from the same era, so I stand and stare and chew, seeing
Jack roll into town on the Greyhound and plunge straight into the
scene after a mid morning check in at the dark corridors of The Bell. I
imagine him lying straight in his bed, getting up the motivation to
wander outside for more booze and listening to the Chinese
conversations broken up by street noises. I think of him telling
Ginsberg, when he was planning his first trip to San Fran, that this is
the coolest place to stay for a young poet wanting life right outside his

window. And I struggle to go back to walking, waiting for Jack to
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maybe appear, hoping he’ll give me more of an idea, let me know if

my imaginings are on track.

Although it is after nine p.m., it is not yet dark and it seems impossible
to be sleepy or alone in a late dusk chill. So, I find myself drinking
whisky on an un-swivelling stool in Vesuvio. An old man, supported by
two walking sticks, bumps through the door like an upended puppet

master.

‘Make way! Make way!’ he cries in an accent thick with the panic of

sobriety.

The bartender leans over and tells me to move, apparently I'm in
‘Bubba’s’ usual perch, so I shift one along and he climbs up onto the
wood, orders two scotches and hands me the sticks. Apparently, I am
not only a drinking partner, but a caretaker and keeper of the sticks
too. He has a curled up face, like a smiling bulldog and tufts of hair in
places that only appear after retirement. His eyes are glassy cold, his
mouth is always open and he takes care to suck in globs of saliva after
each sentence with a menacing slurp.

‘I'm not pretty!” he announces and pushes a drink towards me.

‘Let’s drink,” he shouts to the bar, ‘to my own personal ugliness!’

He takes a sip and slurps. ‘And to the ugliness of my soul!’

A sip and a slurp. ‘And the general dementedness of the pretty!’

Sip, slurp.

At my third taste, Kerouac appears by my shoulder, with a bottle of
beer that he takes great gulps from, a foamy trim stain forming in the
corners of his mouth. This is the same happy Jack, just drunk and
louder.

‘Would you like a drink Jack?’ I ask. ‘It's Happy Hour and I can get

two for one.’
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‘No no no no no!’ He screams, ‘It's not Happy Hour, but Slightly Less
Miserable Hour’.
Bubba chuckles, ‘You got yourself a genuine character,” he drawls. And

he stares past me and looks straight at Jack.

Vesuvio Café is the place where Jack often sat from six a.m. until
closing. His name is included in the infamous cement writing outside
the front door- listing all those that had been 86°d from the bar at one
time or another. The sign of Jack Kerouac Street tilts down towards
the swirling spray painted landscape that is the outside of Vesuvio,
only it is not really a street but a dripping wet alley, pungent with the
overpowering smells that fall down the hill behind Chinatown
restaurants. Vesuvio now boasts an impressive array of Beat
memorabilia and graffiti in the bathrooms. In the sixties it was caught
up in the sweep of tourist inspired Beatnik action and hung a sign over
the bar that declared ‘Don’t Envy Beatniks ... Be One!’ DIY Beatnik kits
were sold to the masses of tourists who took their novelty sunglasses,
sandals, berets and false moustaches back onto the bus for the North

Beach tour.

'I think people should stop resurrecting this dead decade.”> -

Lawrence Ferlinghetti. San Francisco Beat, edited by Meltzer, page 97.

A sun spitting Saturday morning. For The North Beach Festival they
have closed off parts of Green and Vallejo Streets to set up jewellery
stores, book stalls and jazz bands. I clutch a bottle of fizzing mineral
water and a hot creamy mocha with fingers still sticky from salted

pretzels and mustard. Along Grant Street I pass the old site of the Co-

13 Lawrence Ferlinghetti in Meltzer, San Francisco Beat, Talking with the Poets, San
Francisco City Lights Books, 2001, p. 97.
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existence Bagel Shop, the social centre of a Jewish Deli which became
the headquarters of the war against the ‘Beatnik Squad’, a division of
the San Francisco Police Department intent on filtering out the city’s
young hoodlums in the 1960s. The doorway is now so blocked with

dreadlocks and vinyl that I can’t even see what it has become.

This neighbourhood is brimming with self-expressive streets and the
kind of folk you’d call local characters. Most importantly, it is warm.
Happily, soothing, shoulder-biting warm. Jack is nowhere to be seen
but I think this is a scene he would enjoy, all these enthusiastic cats
rushing around eating and spilling and dancing. I walk back down
Columbus in the early evening and stop on the corner of Vallejo
outside the St Francis of Assisi Roman Catholic Church. I look at the
white marble, still warm and tingly, smiling to myself when an arm
grabs me from a doorway and pulls me into the wall. Hot breath on my
ear, so laden with whisky that it stings like disinfectant.

‘Hey,’ he says, ‘It was the fantastic drowse and drum, hum, lum, mum

afternoon, I had nothing to do. Old ‘frisco with end of land sadness.’

Jack takes me on a hobo outing. We dress down, unfit for the now cool
night and take paper bags wrapped around cooking sherry shoved into
the pockets of his coat. I want to take the bus, but Jack makes me
leave all my money behind, so we have to walk what feels like a
million blocks west towards Haight-Ashbury.

‘The moon is a piece of cheese,’ he tells me, staring up at the eternal

hobo’s friend hovering in the clear sky.

As a part of this experiment we lunge in doorways with our booze and

groan when people walk past. It is kind of fun for a while. I drape
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newspaper over my legs and curl up, pretending to be asleep. Jack
thinks this is hilarious and shushes all the people who come near us,
telling them to ‘let the lady get her beauty rest.” The sherry is leaving
a sugary fur on my back teeth and burns the bottom of my stomach,
but at least I feel warm. After two hours of stumbling along Haight and
not making much progress, but a lot of noise, I ask Jack if we're
supposed to be going somewhere.

‘Of course,’” he replies, ‘we’re heading to Rexroth’s.’

Roll up to San Francisco Renaissance and see Kenneth Rexroth mentor
all the kids. The masterful, original, grumpy old poet didn’t identify
himself as Beat, but he was there amongst the throng the whole time
anyway. Rexroth was the first one to use the expression ‘San
Francisco Renaissance’ to describe the group of poets who were
circulating their work in the city. He became the centre of the set
which included Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Michael McClure, Philip Whalen,
Philip Lamantia and Gregory Corso. Before rock music took over,
poetry was the cultural news, but the single unaccompanied voice

couldn’t stand up to a wailing rock group.

Rexroth saw jazz poetry readings as a way of bringing literature to a
greater audience, one that was less sophisticated and more ordinary.
He was one of the first to experiment with the poetry/jazz combo and
gave readings at all the great San Francisco hang-outs, including The
Cellar and The Place. He first started reading in The Cellar with the
owners as his band members. When he realised he couldn't sing like
Leonard Cohen, he decided to read. His apartment at 250 Scott Street
was the setting for Friday night gatherings where poets would meet to

read and listen to Rexroth’s opinions on everything from Zen to
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Anarchism. Rexroth thought of San Francisco as his own private theme
park, the beginning of utopia, the most radical city in the world. He
idolised the city and identified the fate of the whole world with it. He
had a less idealistic relationship with Kerouac; becoming annoyed with
Jack’s combination of drunkenness and Buddhist preaching. Once, at a
New York collaboration, he was horrified when the stumbling drunkard
vomited midway through the set on the still-playing piano. Eventually
the relationship disintegrated to the point where Rexroth became

Kerouac'’s greatest critic and nemesis.

The corner windows at Rexroth’s place are dark with heavy curtains;
the two arches peer blankly down at Jack and me, telling us there is
no poetry here anymore. He is furious and frustrated at the silence of
the house and kicks a wall with an unaimed sloppy foot. I feel this
miserable dread creeping up on me as Kerouac raves at the building.
He is almost foaming, he is torrential abuse, he is angry angry angry
man. He is bottomless no hope. He is pain in the back of his eyes. He
is frustration at all the things he can’t undo and all the things he won't
do. He takes off down the street, running too quick for me, his arms
wave above his head, a hoarse growl slips through the front gates of
squeaky-clean, renovated terraces. I can’t keep up, I see him
bouncing in front of me and I am scared that he won't stop, what if he
just keeps running?

‘Jack!’ I scream, but it’s not loud enough.

My feet are slapping against the pavement, sending a jarring pain up
to my knees. Jack disappears around one corner and by the time I
turn there, he is gone. I walk slowly, rasping and wheezing, peering
down each side street until 1 see him under a streetlight. He is

iluminated and crouching, staring at his chapped hands. I realise
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where he is. The little Victorian terrace he crouches in front of is where
his daughter used to live. Jan Kerouac only met her father twice and
despite the obvious physical resemblance, Kerouac refused to
acknowledge she was his child. He was dead by the time she moved in

here, but maybe he still feels her presence.

‘I've seen the best minds of our generation destroyed by boredom at

poetry readings.’- Lawrence Ferlinghetti**

Poetry makes people do funny things. Lawrence Ferlinghetti was so
overwhelmed by Blaise Cendrar’'s poem On the Trans-Siberian that
that he took the Trans-Siberian in 1967, caught pneumonia and spent
three months in a Vladivostok hospital recovering. All those piled- up
books and recordings that make my bag so heavy are the reason why
I shiver outside a slim doorway, with aching feet and a wheezing

chest, waiting to be let in to my first ever jazz poetry reading.

The poetry of the Beat Generation was not just influenced by and
included references to jazz music; it also sought to imitate the music
in its rhythm and style. The same combination of improvisation and
composition was used in the style of ‘spontaneous bop prose’ that
Kerouac saw himself as the creator of. He wanted to translate his
feelings into sound, as the black jazz musicians did, never mind that

he had to fuel up on whisky and fiddle with a rosary to do so.

Jack bolts up to the door and doesn’t bother to apologise for being
late. There is an excitement and energy in him that stretches beyond

the alcohol I know he has consumed before showing up. We pass

4 awrence Ferlinghetti in Meltzer San Francisco Beat, Talking with the Poets, San
Francisco, City Lights Books, 2001, p. 103.
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through the doors, down a red velvet hallway and pay a thin blonde
woman who stamps our hand.
I say thank you and Jack says ‘Jazz killed itself, but don’t let poetry Kill

itself.’

Dim the lights, so that there is a shadow on stage, with a coffee cup in
one hand (although it’s filled with wine) and the other resting lightly
on the mike stand. The figure is hunched over, not self-consciously,
but as a strong beat starts up they rock forward as if trying to gain
momentum for the story they’re about to tell. And on the back rock,
they begin to wail and the lights come up. In case you don’t know, a
wail is a performance. It's not so much what they are saying, it's the
power of their voice and the way they arrange the syllables that draw
you in and make you gulp. The red walls of the club hug the audience
like a womb. The performance is simply jazz using the voice as an
instrument. It is not a compilation of bits and pieces, it is syrup. When
purple lights flash, there’s a piece of each musician given to the
audience. The poet is washed in yellow like nicotine. His voice splashes
out in orange, you can almost see the words as they strike. There is
already music in what he is reading and everything else is just shades,
pale hummings, nonsense murmurings, gurglings in the back of a half

coughed throat.

There are people here tapping their toes on the carpet and their
fingers against the tablecloths, and when I look at Jack I find him
jutting his chin out in time to the beat, moving his whole body with
each snare tap.

‘What do you think?’ I ask, ‘Is it good?’
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I have never seen this kind of thing before, only listened to it alone in
my room at night, so I have no idea if it's just the atmosphere that is
making me feel so elated or the wine or simply the idea of being here.
‘You can’t have birth without existence and you can’t have death
without birth.’ says Jack.

‘What does that mean?’ I ask, ‘what does that have to do with the
poetry?’ and then I remember Jack Hirschman, who I saw hovering on
the stage at City Lights, the mike tightly gripped with his whitening
hands. He claims that poetry needs fire, that its main components
should be birth, death and love. I look for these things in the poet on
the stage, I want him to make me burn like I do when I listen to Howl.
Jack’s face is lit up in the stage lights; he begins to shout out to the
poet. At the end of each phrase he calls ‘Yeah!” He cries ‘Come on!’ He
does this until the poem is finished and then he claps sloppily and
loudly like a retard, standing up unsteadily. I catch a glimpse of the
napkin in front of him, he’s scribbled all over it, but it hasn’t come out

properly, so there are only childish markings and scratches.

'‘Kerouac used to say writing was like having a dope habit. You just

keep on doing it'- Philip Whalen®

Stoned and muddled, we lean against the cold wall after sharing a
single joint that I don’t inhale properly, but Jack sucks on greedily. His
eyes are reddened and slitted, the muscles in his face slip downwards
until they’ve gathered in his chins. Marijuana is a good drug for Jack, it
slows him down, levels him out. He is quiet, but still interested. He
used to smoke a lot of pot in Mexico and then sit up all night and

write. I explain to him that when I smoke I either get sleepy or over

15 Philip Whalen in Meltzer, San Francisco Beat, Talking with the Poets, San
Francisco, City Lights Books, 2001, p. 348.
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emotional, that I'm never able to gain inspiration from taking any kind
of substance, that I always forget to write things down, that I'm
terrified of spontaneous prose. Then suddenly the composure vanishes
and there is dishevelled, drooling Jack with his head on my chest, a
wetness flowering outwards on my t-shirt, each of his sobs causing me
to stumble backwards.

‘Don’t cry Jackie,” I murmur. He is paunchy old Jack with TV glazed
eyes and a downwards mouth. ‘What is it?’ I whisper against his skull,
‘What is it? Tell me.’

‘Death hovers over my pencil ...”

'‘Kerouac's version of Buddha is a dimestore incense burner, glowing
and glowering sinisterly in the dark corner of a Beatnik pad and just
thrilling the wits out of bad little girls.”® - Kenneth Rexroth

On the second day of not seeing Jack I lie down in Washington Square
Park, staring at the statue Richard Brautigan posed in front of for the
cover of Trout Fishing in America. It seems smaller, rustier. The sun is
stretching its way over towards me. This is the largest public space in
the area, but it is closing in on me anyway, with red-headed screaming
babies and homeless fashion victims. A bottle of wine thuds down next
to my head, followed by the grin of Jack Kerouac.

‘Well here I am, two p.m., what day is it?’

He stretches out alongside me and raises his head to swig at the wine.
I take a few sips and feel sleepy and tell Jack to maybe leave off it for
a bit.

16 Meltzer, San Francisco Beat, Talking with the Poets, San Francisco, City Lights
Books, 2001, p. 234.
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‘My manners, abominable at times, can be sweet. As I grow older I
become a drunk. Why? Because I like ecstasy of the mind. I'm a
wretch. But I love love.’

And this makes me giggle.

He sits upright in a mockery of the lotus position, because he can't fold
his limbs that way anymore, nor focus straight ahead. He falls to one
side and the wine spills into the grass, where he slaps his fingers down
on the puddle, as if he can absorb it like a sponge. Then he begins to
recite his own translations of Buddhist terms. Dharma: ‘truth law’.
Nirvana: ‘blown-out-ness’. Tathata: ‘that which everything is’.
Tathagata: ‘attainer to that which everything is’. Bodhisattva-
Manasattvas: ‘beings of great wisdom’. With each term he attempts to
raise himself and only succeeds in planting two knees on the ground,
so he kneels above me, his dripping red hands splayed in front

opening and closing with each slowly spat syllable.

Kerouac, although brought up in a devoutly Catholic family, was
swayed into Buddhism by his friend Gary Snyder, a Berkeley student
and scholar of Oriental languages. Being influenced by his simple
living, extensive writings and serious reading list, Jack followed him by
working as a fire lookout for the summer. His isolated musings are
captured in the novel Desolation Angels. On the mountain Desolation
Peak, in his solitude, Jack’s hermit wish was fulfilled. It was the typical
Kerouac thing though, he liked to preach and read and try, but in the
end he came out from the woods, tired and hungry and guzzled a flask
of wine. So anxious to return to the mad bad world that he cut up his

feet on the way down and had to wait three days to get new shoes.

34



Jack wavers above me, not sure which knee he wants to lean on and it
is somehow frightening to have this heavy figure so unsteady and
close. He is getting plumper now, softer and fuller, his neck is swollen,
doughy and almost purple. Soon the wine will be replaced by whisky.
He says, ‘My fault, my failure, is not in the passions I have, but in my
lack of control of them.’

Is he talking about the alcohol or the religion? He was not alone in this
passion for alternative spiritual fulfillment — many of the writers of the
Beat Generation practised or showed some interest in Buddhism,
seeing Christianity as a religion tied up with the American lifeless

conformity. Especially those based in San Francisco.

Jutting out on a peninsula, cornered by the Pacific, San Francisco is
like an island cut off from the rest of America. Maybe this is what
makes it so intent on fostering the growth of the bohemian, the
alternative and the experimental. During the height of the Beat
Generation, it was the last stop in America before hitting Asia, where
many of the poets including Ginsberg spent some time learning about
meditation and Buddhism. Jack’s own Buddhist ideals found their way
into his novels and even his poems, as he experimented with new
forms of haiku. Ignoring the traditional rules of haiku form that the
poem had to consist of seventeen syllables, he simply used three short
lines to present a clear, direct image. Like a continuous breath in the
jazz music he was so besotted with, he revealed almost everything in
just one breath of a poem, often using dashes for pauses, just like a
tie in a jazz composition. In his book San Francisco Blues each poem is
a jazz blues chorus- eighty short scene sketches and a tribute to the
spontaneous phrasing of jazz music. In the spontaneity and directness

of the poems he tried to grasp the basic terms of existence: suffering,
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transitoriness and egolessness. I think he’d suffered plenty and moved
a lot, but I don’t know how he let go of that ego, not while everyone
was proclaiming him a great genius writer and ‘King of The Beat

Generation’.

Around Jack there circulated a palpable aura of fame and death.” -
Gary Snyder'”

Old buddy Kerouac and me, we are as slippery as butter as we run
about town. Like the stuff melting into our pancakes that we eat
quickly, hot gooey mouthfuls, before bolting out the door into a quiet
San Fran morning. He is tugging at me through San Francisco streets,
up muggy hills, over a vent in an in-between alley. Holding on for dear
life at the edge of a cable car thundering away from Fisherman’s Wharf
I can feel Jack Kerouac’s hands wrap around mine, they are in thickly
lined gloves and they smell of sweat and forests and whisky and
typewriter ink. His breath makes clouds appear at the top of the pier
that is disappearing from view. With each exhalation a cruise ship
disappears into the steam and then breaks through the mist again
while Jack fills himself. At the wharf we watch the fishmongers, who
seem more like restaurateurs, flogging the fried clams and shrimp
cocktails. We grab bread bowls filled with creamy clam chowder and sit
on the edge of a mermaid statue eating it with plastic spoons. I get up
to leave, telling Jack I'll see him later, but I have to call home now.

He calls out after me, ‘Don’t use the telephone, people are never ready

to answer it, use poetry’.

17 Gifford, Barry and Lee, Lawrence Jack’s Book: An Oral Birography of Jack Kerouac,
London, Rebel Inc, 1978, p. 234.
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I am like one of Jack’s often abandoned lovers, loitering on a North
Beach fire escape waiting to hear his strong voice pound its way up
the hill after a drinking session in Vesuvio. He needs my help to come
inside, but he doesn’t want to admit it, so he lurches through the
backpackers’ doorframe and calls me a whore and a slut and asks for
his mother. I get behind him and try to push him in the door, but Jack
crouches over and pushes back, in a slobbering move that digs up a
memory of a Columbia football scholarship. I grab one of his legs- the
very same leg whose break caused the loss of said scholarship and
Jack to drop out of school- and it gives way, sending him sprawling
onto his back. He paws at my chest, but more out of a need for
balance than romance. With skills like this, I understand how easy it

was for him to abstain from sex during the serious Buddhist years.

Later I watch as he snores on the lobby couch, his mouth as wide as
propaganda. I zoom in on the face and squeeze his nostrils with two
fingers and place my hand over his mouth, it is cool and calculated, a
small experiment to see how much he needs to breathe. He lies there
quietly for a few moments and then wakes up with an ignorant jolt
only to roll on one side away from me and I hover above him to hear

the mumbling, ‘I keep falling in love with my mother.’

I understand that the only woman to control Jack’s drunken mayhem
was Gabrielle Kerouac. His wives and girlfriends could never, ever
compete with her rules, judgments, strong Catholic values and
cooking. Jack loved his mother but was always writing, asking her to

wire him some money. In a photo he is half in shadow, slumped
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behind onto the saggy breast of an old grey bunned woman who

stares into the camera daring it to question her.

To rebel! That is the immediate objective of poets! We can not wait
and will not be held back ... The ‘'poetic marvelous’ and the
unconscious are the true inspirers of rebels and poets.” - Philip

Lamantia'®

I race onto the train, with my bag slamming sweatily into my hips and
run straight into someone’s bicycle wheel, jamming a kneecap
between the spokes. I am on my way out of lumpy San Francisco city
and heading to the east side of the bay. The name Berkeley provokes
images of student rallies, tie-dye and casually dressed professors
standing at the bar alongside the students. When I arrive the main
street, Telegraph Avenue, is empty for the summer, leaving only
second-hand bookstores, shops with copied University paraphernalia
and homeless people on every bench - most of them old and in floral,
like the hippies who got left behind. It is cold again, blustery and
foggy and I feel the same as Gabrielle Kerouac when Jack plonked her
down here after a Greyhound from the East Coast - dissatisfied with
the weather. Mother and son shared a ground floor apartment just off
University Avenue for a few months in 1957. It was here that Jack
received a large box from Viking Press one afternoon - the bound
advance copies of On the Road, which he opened immediately, handed
out and then abandoned his mother by running over the bridge back to
San Francisco to celebrate. My own copy of the novel sits in my bag

with its thin and curly pages after too many readings and red wine

18 Meltzer, San Francisco Beat, Talking with the Poets, San Francisco, City Lights
Books, 2001, p. 142.
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splotches from those desperate nights where I would introduce it to a

drunken bed, wanting to impress some boy with rambling quotes.

The only reasonably affordable accommodation in Berkeley is the
YMCA on Allston Way. Downstairs the panelling, cushions and
contemporary muzak make it look like a respectable budget hotel, but
upstairs there are urine-stenched hallways and mumbling drunks in
the TV room. I sit at a desk in the lobby next to a deaf guy who is
hissing and jangling a pile of keys around his neck. Old men eating
tired sandwiches watch each other’s backs, grip walking sticks and
groan softly when someone walks past. A dishevelled middle-aged
man, in an ensemble constructed entirely of beige corduroy mentions
he’s lived in the building for 22 years. A security badge on his front
pocket identifies him as a professor of Literature at the University of
California. When I touch the wood of the desk, a fine white dust sticks

to my fingers. It is the old men shedding their skin onto the furniture.

Beatnik accommodations were cheap and crowded lofts, drafty
gardeners’ cottages, the attic room in a boarding house, cold water
single room apartments where you had to wash the dishes in the
bathtub after heating up coffee on the illegally installed burner. A Pad
was a place to drink, smoke and talk, but more importantly to create
and share work. It was filled with the furniture that everyone else
threw out and more often than not the central piece in a dwelling was
a large square futon where most of the day and night’s activities were
conducted. From Rexroth’s Friday night gatherings, to Diane Di Prima’s
‘everyone’s welcome, fed and sexed up’ lofts, the poets’ habitats were
more than just a place to sleep and eat. The view from an apartment

was often the inspiration behind poems, stories and music. Ginsberg
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took a photo of his place at 1010 Montgomery, where he wrote Howl/,

certain that one day it would be an historic site.

The Beat Generation is now a thing to be archived and preserved. In
The University of California, the Bancroft Library holds one of the
world’s biggest collections of materials related to the Beat Generation
and the San Francisco Renaissance. Kerouac’s Rules for Spontaneous
Prose are not flattered by the fluorescents that hum above me in the
pasty room with its red wood chairs and carefully assigned places. I've
declared my passport, pens, any noise-making devices and taken the
sharpened pencil to my seat where I wait to be served. A young lady
approaches and I hand her the delicately filled forms with their triple
carbon layers, which she trades for heavily bound folders, white gloves
and a small pair of tweezers. I tweeze my way through Neal Cassady’s
letters, scribblings of Jack’s, Herbert Hunke’s homoerotic subway
bathroom journals and a pamphlet advertising a Beatnik get-together
at the Co-Existence Bagel Shop. I see Kerouac’s life work splashed out
on the scratched table. There are letters, journals, pieces of poems, so
unlike the amateur and unreal photocopies of originals. I devour the
handwriting and printing as much as the words, because although
these are things I've read hundreds of times before, now they are
suddenly real and more precious. The legendary scroll which contained
the original hastily typed version of On the Road doesn’t appear in this
list because it was sold for 2.4 million dollars in 2001. The most prized
thing I find is an illustrated beat glossary - a perfect guide to the
language of the Beat Generation. It is thin and pale blue, written with
a malfunctioning typewriter, so that every ‘b’ and ‘p’ are raised slightly

above the line, jumping up like musical notes.
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So I have my jive talk, I am trying not to be a cornball about this. I've
been turned on to the scene that’ll blow my wig, eye heavy glassing
after being 86’d by a popcorn. I dig the hepcat who is holding and
have eyes to blow any kind of axe, or fall by the casbah with some
apple baby. I don’t have enough bread to buy a box, but she’ll flip
about the nutty sides and we’ll get a slide to make the run. Back at the
pad it is trim city baby, until we get tossed and eventually tapped by
the Man for wailing too loud. What a drag.

'We do a lot of talking, don’t we? And the best talking we call poetry.”?
- Lew Welch

From the sidewalk table we watch a group of overdressed high-school
students celebrate their graduation with poses and flashes. They look
too eager to go out in the world, too excited and happy. Shaded
Kerouac half-obliterated by a Starbucks umbrella pokes his tongue out

at me and announces, ‘Does anyone have a ciggie-boo?’

There’s no smoking Jack. There’s no jazz either. No button down
collared lumberjack shirts. And late night beans and franks dinner
dates. And tacked on postcards from Mexico to Allen’s letters. And
dark conversations recorded in the almost-morning light where you try
and make shapes in the world by talking it out, half asleep, half

stoned, half serious.

The high-school students give me an idea.
‘Mr K,” I say, ‘This is a student town and we are going to enjoy

ourselves. We are going to do what students do and have a good time.

9 Lew Welch in Meltzer, San Francisco Beat, Talking with the Poets, San Francisco,
City Lights Books, 2001, p. 310.
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We are going to get drunk and silly and go dancing.” He looks
doubtfully at me, but I spit in my hands and rub it through his hair, so
it spikes up.

‘Now, stop that,” he whines, one paw flattening it back down.

When Jack was forty-three he developed a hernia from hanging out
with the students of the University of Southern Florida, participating in
the ‘belly busting’ competitions where he would slam his beer gut into

the young men until they were knocked over.

Try to never get drunk outside your own house’ - Jack Kerouac?°

Jack Kerouac and me in a nightclub, the lights hurt his eyes. We enter
through a blackened door and pass by the burly doorman, who
remains immobile, with all the personality of a piece of meat with
eyes. Inside it is smoky, hot and loud, a complete sensory overload. I
think about the jazz clubs that Jack is used to and worry if maybe this
is too much. At first he looks terrified, then slowly fascinated as he
takes in the half naked bodies, the gyrations and pulsations. It is
primal, sweaty, gut wrenchingly sexual on the dance floor. Jack keeps
his head down, lifting his eyes every few steps to gawk at the women.
‘They could be men,’ he tells me, ‘they are acting like goddamn men.’
It's true I guess, they are wearing slightly flared pants and tops which
resemble Jack’s undershirt. They move with freedom, expectancy and
blatant sexuality. Most of them have cropped and spiky hair and faces
free from makeup. I feel like a doll next to them, with my ripened

curves and way too long hair.

20 Kerouac, Heaven and Other Poems, San Francisco, Grey Fox Press, 1959, p. 46.
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We shuffle along the dance floor perimeter, Jack’s hand squeezing
mine and make our way to the bar. I order beers, it's the cheapest
thing, but they are in tiny bottles and the glass is too cold. Jack thinks
the water bottles the dancers are passing around contain straight
vodka, but he does realise they’re all on drugs. This is after all the
man who produced the famous 120 foot long scroll from a three week
Benzedrine high.

‘Can we get some?’ he asks me, like an eager puppy, ‘What can we
get? Do you think we can?’

Like a mother I'm apologetically firm when I tell him we probably can’t
afford it.

'T heard that it’s like $40 a pill around here.’

Jack, who even in his own timeframe had a doubtful grip on financial
matters, looks at me, stunned.

It is probably the same as the weekly rent of a North Beach hotel in
1952. His favourite railway district dive was The Cameo Hotel, where
he wrote San Francisco Blues rocking in a chair by the window. I went
by there to see t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>