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In no time at all we were back on the main highway
and that night I saw the entire state of Nebraska
unroll before my eyes. A hundred and ten miles an
hour straight through, an arrow road, sleeping towns,
no traffic, and the Union Pacific streamliner falling
behind us in the moonlight. I wasn't frightened at
all that night; it was perfectly legitimate to go 110
and talk and have all the Nebraska towns—Ogallala,
Gothenburg, Kearney, Grand Island, Columbus—
unreel with dreamlike rapidity as we roared ahead and
talked. It was a magnificent car; it could hold the road
like a boat holds on water. Gradual curves were its
singing ease. “Ah, man, what a dreamboat,” sighed
Dean. “Think if you and I had a car like this what we
could do. Do you know there’s a road that goes down
Mexico and all the way to Panama?—and maybe all the
way to the bottom of South America where the Indians
are seven feet tall and eat cocaine on the mountain-
side? Yes! You and I, Sal, we'd dig the whole world with
a car like this because, man, the road must eventually
lead to the whole world. Ain't nowhere else it can go—
right? Oh, and are we going to cut around old Chi with
this thing! Think of it, Sal, I've never been to Chicago
in all my life, never stopped.”

“We'll come in there like gangsters in this Cadillac!”

“Yes! And girls! We can pick up girls, in fact, Sal, I've
decided to make extra-special fast time so we can have
an entire evening to cut around in this thing. Now you
Jjust relax and I'll ball the jack all the way.”

“Well, how fast are you going now?”

“A steady one-ten I figure—you wouldn't notice it.
We've still got all Towa in the daytime and then I'll
make that old Illinois in nothing flat.” The boys fell
asleep and we talked and talked all night.

It was remarkable how Dean could go mad and
then suddenly continue with his soul—which I
think is wrapped up in a fast car, a coast to reach,
and a woman at the end of the road—calmly and
sanely as though nothing had happened. “T get like
that every time in Denver now—I can’t make that
town any more. Gookly, gooky, Dean’s a spooky.
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Zoom!” T told him I had been over this Nebr;
road before in '47. He had too. “Sal, when I was wi
ing for the New Era Laundry in Los Angeles, n
teen forty-four, falsifying my age, I made a tri
Indianapolis Speedway for the express purpos
seeing the Memorial Day classic hitch hiking by d:
and stealing cars by night to make time. Also I
a twenty-dollar Buick back in LA, my first ca
couldn’t pass the brake and light inspection so I decide
I needed an ott-of-state license to operate the
without arrest so went through here to get t
license. As I was hitchhiking through one of the
very towns, with the plates concealed under my co
a nosy sheriff who thought I was pretty young t
hitchhiking accosted me on the main drag. He fo
the plates and threw me in the two-cell jail with
county delinquent who should have been in t
home for the old since he couldn't feed himse
(the sheriff’s wife fed him) and sat through the d
drooling and slobbering. After investigation, whi
included corny things like a fatherly quiz, then
abrupt turnabout to frighten me with threats, a ¢
parison of my handwriting, et cetera, and after



made the most magnificent speech of my life to get
out of it, concluding with the confession that I was
lying about my car-stealing past and was only look-
ing for my paw who was a farmhand hereabouts, he
let me go. Of course I missed the races. The follow-
ing fall I did the same thing again to see the Notre
Dame-California game in South Bend, Indiana—
trouble none this time and, Sal, Thad just the money
for the ticket and not an extra cent and didn't eat
anything all up and back except for what I could
panhandle from all kinds of crazy cats I met on the
ad and at the same time gun gals. Only guy in the
nited States of America that ever went to so much
ouble to see a ballgame.”
1 asked him the circumstances of his being in LA
n 1944. “I was arrested in Ar1zona the joint

bsolutely the worst joint I've ever
een in. I had to escape and
ulled the greatest escape in my
ife, speaking of escapes, you see,

a general way. In the woods,
ou know, and crawling, and
amps—up around that moun-
n country. Rubber hoses and
works and accidental so-called
ath facing me I had to cut out of
ose woods along the ridge so as to keep away from
ils and paths and roads. Had to get rid of my joint
thes and sneaked the neatest theft of a shirt and
nts from a gas station outside Flagstaff, arriving
wo days later clad as gas attendant and walked to
irst station I saw and got hired and got myself'a
m and changed name (Lee Buliay) and spent an
ting year in LA, including a whole gang of new
1ds and some really great girls, that season end-
when we were all driving on Hollywood Boule-

| one night and I told my buddy to steer the car

e T kissed my girl—I was at the wheel, see—

he didn’t hear me and we ran smack into a post
only going twenty and I broke my nose. You've
 before my nose—the crooked Grecian curve up
After that I went to Denver and met Marylou in

a fountain that spring. Oh, man, she was only

n and wearing jeans and just waiting for some-

0 pick her up. Three days three nights of talk in

ce Hotel, third floor, southeast corner room,
memento room and sacred scene of my days—

as so sweet then, so young, hmm, ahh! But hey,

look down there in the night thar, hup, hup, a
buncha old bums by a fire by the rail, damn me.” He
almost slowed down. “You see, I never know whether
my father’s there or not.” There were some figures by
the tracks, reeling in front of a woodfire. “I never
know whether to ask. He might be anywhere.” We
drove on. Somewhere behind us or in front of us in
the huge night his father lay drunk under a bush,
and no doubt about it—spittle on his chin, water on
his pants, molasses in his ears, scabs on his nose,
maybe blood in his hair and the moon shining down
on him.

I took Dean’s arm. “Ah, man, we're sure going
home now.” New York was going to be his perma-
nent home for the ﬁrst time. He jiggled all over; he
couldn’t wait.

When there was a chance he shot ahead and
passed cars by the half-dozen and left them
behind in a cloud of dust.

“And think. Sal, when we get to Pennsy we'll start
hearing that gone Eastern bop on the disk jockeys.
Geeyah, roll, old boat, rolll” The magnificent car
made the wind roar; it made the plains unfold like a
roll of paper; it cast hot tar from itself with defer-
ence—an imperial boat. I opened my eyes to a fan-
ning dawn; we were hurling up to it. Dean’s rocky
dogged face as ever bent over the dashlight with a
bony purpose of its own.

“What are you thinking, Pops?”

“Ah-ha, ah-ha, same old thing, yknow-—gurls gurls
gurls.”

I went to sleep and woke up to the dry, hot atmos-
phere of July Sunday morning in Iowa, and still
Dean was driving and driving and had not slack-
ened his speed; he took the curvy corndales of Iowa
at a minimum of eighty and the straightaway 110 as
usual, unless both-ways traffic forced him to fall in
line at a crawling and miserable sixty. When there
was a chance he shot ahead and passed cars by the
half-dozen and left them behind in a cloud of dust.
A mad guy in a brand-new Buick saw all this on the
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road and decided to race us. When Dean was just
about to pass a passel the guy shot by us without
warning and howled and tooted his horn and
flashed the tail lights for challenge. We took off
after him like a big bird. “Now wait,” laughed Dean,
‘I'm going to tease that sonofabitch for a dozen
miles or so. Watch.” He let the Buick go way ahead
and then accelerated and caught up with it most
impolitely. Mad Buick went out of hig mind; he
gunned up to a hundred. We had a chance to see
who he was. He seemed to be some kind of Chicago
hipster traveling with a woman old enough to be—
and probably actually was—his mother. God knows
if she was complaining, but he raced. His hair was

dark and wild, an Italian from old Chi; he wore a

sports shirt. Maybe there was an idea in his mind

that we were a new gang from LA invading Chicago,

maybe some of Mickey Cohen’s men, because the

limousine looked every bit the part and the license

plates were California, Mainly it was just road kicks

He took terrible chances to stay ahead of us; he passed

cars on curves and barely got back in line as a truck

wobbled into view and loomed up huge. Eighty miles

of Towa we unreeled in this fashion, and the race was

so interesting that I had no opportunity to be fright-

ened. Then the mad guy gave up, pulled up at a gas sta-

tion, probably on orders from the old lady, and as we

roared by he waved gleefully. On we sped, Dean

barechested, I with my feet on the dashboard, and the

college boys sleeping in the back. We stopped to eat

breakfast at a diner run by a white-haired lady who

gave us extra-large portions of potatoes as church-
bells rang in the nearby town. Then off again,

“Dean, don’t drive so fast in the daytime.”

“Don’t worry, man, I know what I'm doing.” T
began to flinch. Dean came up on lines of cars like
the Angel of Terror. He almost rammed them along
as he looked for an opening. He teased their
bumpers, he eased and pushed and craned around
to see the curve, then the huge car leaped to his
touch and passed, and always by a hair we made it
back to our side as other lines filed by in the oppo-
site direction and I shuddered. 1 couldn’t take it any
more. It is only seldom that you find a long
Nebraskan straightaway in Iowa, and when we
finally hit one Dean made his usual 110 and I saw
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“Ah hell, Dean, I'm going in the back seat,
stand it any more, T can'’t look”

“Hee-hee-hee!” tittered Dean and he passed a
a narrow bridge and swerved in dust and roare
Jumped in the back seat and curled up to sleep, ¢
the boys jumped in front for the fun, Great hory
that we were going to crash this very morning'
hold of me and I got down on the floor and closy
eyes and tried to go to sleep. As a seaman I us
think of the waves rushing bencath the shell o
ship and the bottomless deeps thereunder-—q
could feel the road some twenty inches beneath
unfurling and flying and hissing at incredible spe

saw flashing shadows of trees vibrating on the flo
the car. There was no escaping it. I resigned myself
all. And still Dean drove, he had no thought of slec
ing till we got to Chicago. In the afternoon we Cro,
old Des Moines again. Here of course we got sn.
in traffic and had to go slow and T got back in the fi
seat. A strange pathetic accident took place. A fat
ored man was driving with his entire family in a sed
in front of us; on the rear bumper hung one of tho
canvas desert waterbags they sell tourists in the dese:
He pulled up sharp, Dean was talking to the boy:
the back and didn't notice, and we rammed him at fiy

concealed inside a floppy cotton blouse. “Yass, yass.
We gave him the address of our Chicago baron an
went on.

The other side of Des Moines a cruising car cam
after us with the siven growling, with orders to pull
over. “Now what?”






The cop came out. “Were you in an accident

“Accident? We broke a guy’s waterbag at the junction.”
“He says he was hit and run by a bunch in a
olen car.” This was one of the few instances Dean
nd I knew of a Negro’s acting like a suspicious old
ol. It so surprised us we laughed. We had to fol-
yw the patrolman to the station and there spent an
5111' waiting in the grass while they telephoned
hicago to get the owner of the Cadillac and verify
ur position as hired drivers. Mr. Baron said,
ccording to the cop, “Yes, that is my car but I can't
uch for anything else those boys might have
one.” o
They were in minor accident here in Des Moines.”
Yes, you've already told me that—what I meant was,
an’t vouch for anything they might have done in the
t.”
verything was straightened out and we roared on.
wton, Jowa, it was, where I'd taken that dawn walk
1947. In the afternoon we crossed drowsy old
yenport again and the low-lying
sissippi in her sawdust bed;
1 Rock Island, a few minutes of
flic, the sun reddening, and
lden sights of lovely little tribu-
rivers flowing softly among
1agic trees and greeneries of
American IHlinois. Tt was
ning to look like the soft
- East again; the great dry West was accom-
shed and done. The state of Illinois unfolded
e my eyes in one vast movement that lasted a
er of hours as Dean balled straight across at the
ne speed. In his tiredness he was taking greater
ces than ever. At a narrow bridge that crossed
of these lovely little rivers he shot precipitately
an almost impossible situation. Two slow cars
d of us were bumping over the bridge; coming
ther way was a huge truck-trailer with a driver
was making a close estimate of how long it
d take the slow cars to negotiate the bridge, and
?timate was that by the time he got there they'd
er. There was absolutely no room on the bridge

}}é truck and any cars going the other direction.
nd the truck cars pulled out and peeked for a
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“Well,” they said, “we
never knew we'd get to
Chicaga sa fast.”

chance to get by it. In front of the slow cars other
slow cars were pushing along The road was crowded
and everyone exploding to pass. Dean came down on
all this at 110 miles an hour and never hesitated. He
passed the slow cars, swerved, and almost hit the left
rail of the bridge, went head-on into the shadow of
the unslowing truck, cut right sharply, just missed
the truck’s left front wheel, almost hit the first slow
car, pulled out to pass, and then had to cut back in
line when another car came out from behind the
truck to look, all in a matter of two seconds, flashing
by and leaving nothing more than a cloud of dust
instead of a horrible five-way crash with cars lurch-
ing in every direction and the great truck humping
its back in the fatal red afternoon of Illinois with its
dreaming fields. I couldn’t get it out of my mind,
also, that a famous bop clarinetist had died in an
Illinois car-crash recently, probably on a day like
this. I went to the back seat again.

The boys stayed in the back too now. Dean was bent
on Chicago before nightfall. At a road-rail junction
we picked up two hobos who
rounded up a half-buck between
them for gas. A moment before
sitting around piles of railroad
ties, polishing off the last of some
wine, now they fourid themselves
in a muddy but unbowed and
splendid  Cadillac  limousine
headed for Chicago in precipitous
haste. In fact the old boy up front who sat next to
Dean never took his eyes off the road and prayed his
poor bum prayers, I tell you. “Well,” they said, “we
never knew we'd get to Chicaga sa fast.” As we passed
drowsy Illinois towns where the people are so con-
scious of Chicago gangs that pass like this in limou-
sines every day, we were a strange sight: all of us
unshaven, the driver barechested, two bums, myself
in the back seat, holding on to a strap and my head
leaned back on the cushion looking at the country-
side with an imperious eye—just like a new
California gang come to contest the spoils of
Chicago, a band of desperados escaped from the pris-
ons of the Utah moon. When we stopped for Cokes
and gas at a small-town station people came out to
stare at us but they never said a word and I think
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made mental notes of our descriptions and heights
in case of future need. To transact business with the
girl who ran the gas-pump Dean merely threw on his
T-shirt like a scarf and was curt and abrupt as usual
and got back in the car and off we roared again.
Pretty soon the redness turned purple, the last of the
enchanted rivers flashed by, and we saw distant

CONSIDER

smokes of Chicago beyond the drive. We hag
from Denver to Chicago via Ed Wall’s ranch
miles, in exactly seventeen hours, not counti
two hours in the ditch and three at the ranch ;1':
with the police in Newton, Iowa, for a mean a
of seventy miles per hour across the land, W1
driver. Which is a kind of crazy record

m What might Dean Moriarity mean when he declares “the road must eventually fead to the whole world"? In
this chapter, does the road mean different things to Dean and Sal? What might the Cadillac represent?

@ Fifty years ago in the heart of the Cold War, what would the appeal of a narrative as freewheeling as On the
Road have been? What attraction—if any—does it have today? Do events in this chapter ring true? Why or why

not?

E How would you describe the style of this selection from Keroauc’s novel? How does it differ from the lan-
guage of other novels you have read? Point to features you admire or dislike.

COMPOSE

In the final paragraph of the selection, the boys in the car imagine themselves as outsiders in a strange envi-
ronment—idesperados from Utah or California gangsters cruising into Chicago. If you've ever similarly
asstmed an alter ego on a road trip, write a brief description of that expefience.




