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At first, you might be surprised by how normal the house looks: a squat, concrete 

structure, low flung, another nondescript dwelling off 49th Street North in St. Petersburg. 
Thousands of such houses dot the landscape, visions of American middle-class comfort, 
conformity, and contentment.  A neighborhood of white people, white cars, and white 
bread. 

This is where Sal Paradise came to die. 
Sal Paradise is the narrator of On the Road, Jack Kerouac’s most celebrated 

novel, a book whose appeal rests mostly with countercultural sorts.  Its publication in the 
1957 created a worldwide sensation, and Sal’s dreamy idealism and quest for adventure 
spoke to millions boxed in by the treacle of Cold War homogeneity.  Yet over the next 12 
years, the creator of Sal Paradise would fall from the pinnacle of world fame only to land 
in that little boxlike house on 10th Avenue, near a 7-Eleven and an ABC liquor store. Jack 
Kerouac, drifter, savant, poet, died at the age of 47 in St. Petersburg on October 21, 1969, 
having destroyed his life through excessive intoxication, perhaps to alleviate the 
bitterness which burned in his heart. 

This year marks the 30th anniversary of Kerouac’s death in St. Petersburg, but this 
is the story of two acts of self-destruction, one of a man fighting his personal demons, the 
other of a city trying hard to be liked.  All in all, this is just a strange combination of 
hippies, green benches, and whiskey. 
 

Hippies 
 

Even the culturally illiterate know that Jack Kerouac gave birth to the Beat 
Generation, that weed-huffing, beret-wearing, poetry-sprouting group of sunken-eyed 



intellectuals who seemed to be always standing outside City Lights bookstore in San 
Francisco’s North Beach. The Bible of the Beat Generation, for better or worse, is On 

The Road, the book of choice for alienated 16-year-olds over the past four decades.  On 

The Road, however, remains an important work, if for no other reason than the fact that it 
inspired Thomas Pynchon, Bob Dylan, Janis Joplin and countless others to embark on 
hitchhiking tours of our fair land.   Famously dismissed by Truman Capote as “typing, 
not writing,” On the Road nonetheless suggests that a life spent tied down at a desk, a life 
unexamined, is a supreme drag.  “Everybody’s doing what they think they’re supposed to 
do,” Sal tells us, as he and Dean careen to and fro on a spiritual quest to find true 
meaning, or something. 

As the Age of Aquarius dawned, and student protest movements heated up on 
college campuses, many would point to On The Road as a seminal work that provided the 
intellectual underpinning for this youth-inspired dissidence. Whether historically accurate 
or not (and it’s not), popular opinion basically subscribes to this equation: On The Road + 
Vietnam War + dope = the 1960s.  Jack Kerouac, World War II vet, football player, had 
created hippies.  (A variation of “hip,” itself derived from “hep,” a term brought to juke 
joints in Northern cities by African Americans fleeing the Jim Crow South of the early 
20th century) 

The bottom line was that, by the 1960s, “hip” had become intertwined with being 
young.  The phrase “don’t trust anyone over 30” had not only a political edge but also a 
mainstream appeal: A cult of youth was flowering, and American advertisers stood 
poised ready to cash in.  The “mod” look, so brilliantly spoofed in Austin Powers, had 
many purveyors as the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit of the 1950s now wanted to look as 
if he’d just come from a love-in.  They say youth is wasted on the young, and in America 
of the 1960s, people wanted to look young and hip, even as they voted for Richard Nixon 
and George Wallace. 

Yet one city in the country stood out for not being young.  In fact, St. Petersburg’s 
population consisted mostly of the old and the infirm.  The city had always attracted and 
catered to the needs of retirees, becoming one of the first cities in the world to do so.  By 
the 1960s, the elderly had become a majority of the city’s population.  In some parts of 
downtown, more than half the people were over 70, and a goodly share of them were 
widows living alone on meager, fixed incomes.  While the young and hip elsewhere in 
the 1960s were buying VW Bugs, bell-bottoms, Burt Bacharach albums and low-grade 
marijuana, most of St. Petersburg’s residents bought low-priced meals at the Orange 
Blossom, got their blood pressure checked, and contented themselves to sit on a bench 
along Central Avenue or down at the casino at the Municipal Pier. 

Kerouac purchased his first house in St. Petersburg in 1964, on 10th Avenue 
North, and lived in it until 1966.  He liked to frequent the Tic Toc Lounge, a pool hall on 
Central Avenue, and when someone there asked him why he’d selected St. Petersburg in 
which to live, he replied simply: “Everybody’s gotta be someplace.”  The truth was, 
Kerouac had moved down to Florida from Massachusetts with his wife, Stella, and his 
mother, Gabrielle, whom he called “Mémêre,” to be closer to his dying sister.  In many 
ways, Kerouac’s own journey to the Sunshine State reflects the migration of millions of 
other Northern transplants, helping Florida’s population swell.  One family member 
establishes a toehold, and others soon follow.  Quite a departure from the carefree 



wanderings of Sal Paradise and Dean Moriarity, who thirsted after moments of 
spontaneous joy as they zigged and zagged across the land. 

During Kerouac’s first stint in St. Petersburg, he found his way often to Tampa, 
specifically to the Wild Boar, a watering hole on Nebraska Avenue that catered to the 
spanking new University of South Florida.  There Kerouac got stinking drunk with the 
local bottom feeders and assorted members of the intelligentsia, but life in the slow lane 
offered him little.  In 1966 he sold his house and left. 
 

Green Benches 
 

He didn’t come back until 1968, that fateful year in American history.  He 
purchased a house near his first St. Petersburg dwelling because he thought the pine trees 
there spoke to him when the wind rustled through them. 

He was falling to pieces. He had cracked a shinbone. A Kennedy half-dollar 
affixed to his navel kept his hernia in check. A legendary drinker, Kerouac now had 
turned it up a notch, to the point where his own destruction seemed assured. Strangely, 
the city itself was in the midst of its own self-effacing shame spiral.  Kerouac hated 
hippies; St. Petersburg hated old people.  Here the two stories begin to gyre and twist in 
cruel irony.  

On September 3, 1968, Kerouac appeared on the TV show “Firing Line,” hosted 
by preppy conservative William F. Buckley.  The topic was “The Hippies.”  Kerouac had 
spend the day getting loaded, so by the time the cameras were rolling, he was three sheets 
to the wind, nearly toppling off the stage even as he dismissed beatniks as communists 
during long, rambling monologues that left the host speechless, no small 
accomplishment.  He continually called sociologist Lewis Yablonsky “Goldstein,” before 
Yablonsky took umbrage and demanded that Kerouac stop the anti-Semitic slurs.  
Kerouac stood up and sang: “Flat-foot Floogie with floy-floy.”  Then he fell back into his 
chair.  Not an impressive performance by our hero.   

Although Kerouac did say that hippies were “good kids” on the show, by 
September 1969, his attitude had hardened, as had his liver.  Paid $3,000 to write an 
article on the current counterculture, Kerouac delivered up his last piece of writing, titled 
simply “After Me The Deluge.”  It appeared in major newspapers across the country, and 
served as Exhibit A in the trial of the youth culture for treason.  Kerouac felt that he was 
“caught in the middle,” pulled by both the hippies who claimed him as their hero and the 
supporters of Nixon whose conservative world-view he supported.  The article was sad, 
angry, and assuredly now an endorsement of the antiwar movement led mostly by 
shaggy-haired college students afraid of getting fragged in Nam. 

Kerouac was renouncing the young.  But the young were the ones whom St. 
Petersburg’s business leaders desperately longed to court.  The question was, how could 
the city get “mod” with a population of blue-haired retirees?  This battle over image had 
actually been brewing for the entire decade, ever since the city began to be called “God’s 
Waiting Room” and the “city of the Unburied” in the national media.  To combat these 
put-downs, the city tried to sell itself as “Funderful St. Pete,” a place where the future 
was dawning.  But the future appeared far away.  Downtown was full of old ladies sitting 
on green benches.  From a public-relations standpoint, this was a disaster.  The city was 
totally “square.” 



Green benches had defined the city’s national reputation, mostly because since the 
1920s the city’s pubic relations department referred to St. Pete as “The City of Green 
Benches,” lest there be any confusion.  The green benches captured the city’s leisurely 
pace, where folks could enjoy the wonderful weather.  But by the 1960s, business leaders 
embarked on a mission to update and “rejuvenate” the city’s image.  First, people 
objected to the color of the benches.  “Drab” green had to go.  The city council ordained 
that the benches had to be painted five different shades of pastel.  The paint just peeled 
right off, so then the city council began debating whether the city should provide green 
benches at all.  Wouldn’t it be better, the city wondered in 1967, to have “attractive, 
modern park benches” to “improve the appearance” of the streets?  Translation: if all the 
green benches suddenly disappeared, wouldn’t the old people disappear, too? 

But the green benches weren’t the only things needing “rejuvenation” in St. 
Petersburg: By the 1960s, many in the city had come to regard the casino at the end of the 
Million Dollar Pier as an “eyesore,” according to the St. Petersburg Times, which 
spearheaded the effort to remove the Mediterranean Revival structure which was less 
than 50 years old – yet ripe for razing, because it was “old.”  Again, for decades this 
building had been featured in countless promotions to exemplify the city the way the 
Golden Gate Bridge defines San Francisco.  But old people liked to sit at the casino and 
play cards; according to the city’s logic, the casino, like the green benches, had to go. 

Although the casino required just $200,000 to fix, the city council voted to tear it 
down.  The wrecking ball started swinging in July 1967.  Mayor Don Jones told the city 
council: “It would be a good idea if we can get a private entrepreneur to come in and set 
up a major tourist attraction on the pier.”  Which is why today it’s the ugliest building in 
the otherwise handsome cityscape of downtown St. Petersburg: because to be young was 
to be hip and mod, no matter what.  The inverted pyramid has all the charm of a 50-year-
old accountant sticking a soiled dollar bill into the garter belt strapped to a stripper’s 
flabby thigh – it’s a nice gesture, but it’s disgusting.  And every time you see it, you want 
to close your eyes. 

 

Whiskey 
 

Toward the end, Kerouac liked to sit in his back yard with a case of beer, but his 
paranoid delusions were getting so powerful that he grew to suspect that an elderly 
woman was spying on him.  He accused his wife, Stella, of having an affair with a 75-
year-old man (this was before Viagra).  He was drinking prodigiously and was addicted 
to Dexedrine to boot.  He’d go to Tampa and not return home for days; his money started 
to run out.  He had indeed reached the end of the road. 

In September 1969, Kerouac and a buddy, a retired Air Force vet with a steel 
plate in his head, ventured out to the Cactus Bar, a hunt so obscure that the phone book 
didn’t list it.  It was frequented by mostly African Americans, and there a fight broke out.  
Kerouac’s loopy friend put his arm around a man, who thought the gesture over friendly.  
“He’s no queer!” Kerouac reportedly yelled, but too late.  The fight was on, and Kerouac 
ended up not only in jail but also with a set of broken ribs. 

At about the time Kerouac was getting his ass whipped, the city finished 
removing and discarding the last of the green benches, which had been a fixture since the 



early 1900s, joining the Pier casino on the dung pile of history.  The city had eradicated 
tow of its most visible features in the name of rejuvenation, while the king of the Beats 
began to plummet into an alcohol-saturated abyss.  The two death spirals thus collide, one 
feeding off the other like the snake which devours its own tail 

Kerouac never fully recovered from the beating.  The only money coming in was 
courtesy of the federal government, which sent Mémêre a Social Security check each 
month. An ABC Liquor Store sat a few blocks away, enabling Kerouac to keep himself 
stupefied with a steady barrage of boilermakers.  You can imagine him sitting in front of 
his TV, drinking whiskey out of a 2-ounce medicine vial, as his wife empties his 
paralyzed mother’s bedpan: the Florida dream gone horribly awry. 

Yet such was the case on October 20, 1969, when Jack Kerouac sat watching 
“The Galloping Gourmet” at 10:30 a.m. The great writer suddenly felt a sharp pain 
stabbing at his stomach, and he staggered toward the bathroom.  He vomited blood; Stella 
rushed him to St. Anthony’s Hospital, where he never regained consciousness after 
surgery.  He died at the break of dawn on October 21, 1969. 

St. Petersburg continued to chase after the elusive goal of rejuvenation, tearing 
down buildings and neighborhoods with a vengeance, all to show the world that it was a 
young and cool place to be. It chased after baseball and Bay Plaza with all the sangfroid 
of a thrice-divorced barfly. 

Yet taste has a way of spinning in crazy directions.  Who would have thought that 
yuppies would fall in love with urban renewal, with old buildings and houses?  Who 
would’ve known that the New Urbanism, which advocates parks and a mixture of 
residential and commercial buildings, would be the hottest design influence of the 1990s?  
Enough of old St. Pete remains for it to appeal of those sick of suburban sameness, 
despite the neurotic efforts of some who, like bulimic teenagers, exhibited severe self-
harming behavior leaving scars that might fade in time. 

Luckily, Jack Kerouac’s family didn’t throw out his belongings as worthless junk.  
Although his estate at his death was minimal, by the 1990s, Johnny Depp was spending 
tens of thousands of dollars to acquire Kerouac’s old coats.  The estate swelled to more 
than $3 million, and any day now, Francis Ford Coppola would begin filming On The 

Road, rumored to be in production for the past 20 years.  Kerouac again speaks to a new 
generation, even after he washed his hands of the youth culture he helped create. 

Meanwhile, St. Petersburg’s median age has been dropping each decade since 
1970. As the elderly died, young couples began snapping up their bungalows, and have 
watched property values increase with regularity.  Each week anew new business opens 
on Central Avenue that caters to the youthful face of downtown, records stores, coffee 
shops, tattoo parlors. And the result? People like City Commissioner Kathleen Ford 
wonder if this is the kind of commerce and identity the city should cultivate. Are there 

too many young people now? seems to be the underlying message. 
Maybe they should buss in some retirees. 
 
Lee Irby is an adjunct professor of history at the University of South Florida.  He wrote 

this piece because of his “lifelong appreciation of Kerouac, coupled with the randomness 

of living in the city where he died.” 


