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The Beginnings

The Daybreak Boys is the title of a collection of 
essays  on the Beats written by Gregory Stephenson, 
published first in 1990, and republished in 2009. 
According to the author, he took the title “with kind 
permission” from John Clellon Holmes’ original title 
of the manuscript he published in 1952 as Go, the first 
Beat novel. Beyond any immediate connotations or 
obvious connections to Blake’s (“Introduction”, Songs 
of Experience) or Yeats’ (“The Wild Old Wicked Man”) 
poetic imagination, this phrase reveals what seems to 
resist definition, or, since “rebellious” is another proper 
adjective for the Beats, what makes them so different 
from one another, but also so much alike. They are all 
rebels on the road, they are all Doppelgänger of their 
own characters, crawling from the deepest darkness 
of the age towards the light of the day (in Go, Paul 
Hobbes is the author, Gene Pasternak is Jack Kerouac, 
the “coiner and captain of Beat”, David Stofsky is 
Allen Ginsberg, Hart Kennedy is Neal Cassady, Will 
Dennison is William S. Burroughs, and Albert Ancke 

is, naturally, Herbert Huncke). 
Symbolically, the first Beat novel “resisted” labeling 

just as the Beats were going to resist norms: the New 
York publisher, Charles Scribner’s Sons, rejected the 
title Holmes had originally chosen because it was too 
similar to a book published in 1951, i.e.  The Build-
Up Boys by Jeremy Kirk (pen name)  (Stephenson 1). 
Ironically, the Beats resisted any artificial parallel with 
the “built-up boys” of the “Lost generation”. Holmes 
described the Daybreak Boys as “a river-gang on the 
New York waterfront of the 1840’s” and added that his 
book was “about a new underground of young people, 
pioneering the search for what lay ‘at the end of the 
night’ (a phrase of Kerouac’s)” (qtd. in Stephenson 1). 

The “coiner and captain of the Beat” – the phrase 
appears in the introduction to Kerouac’s article 
published in Playboy, in 1959 (Kerouac 31) – himself 
lived the life of a “ghost double,” oscillating between the 
crazy nights spent with the Columbia group and drugs 
(alcohol, marijuana, morphine and even Benzedrine, 
which put him once in hospital) and the “sober” days 
he spent with his parents at home (Charters xi). 
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the way for a kind of brotherhood which made his 
(certainly!) best novel and “the Beat Generation” 
possible. In 1944, he met a group of people (Herbert 
Huncke, Allen Ginsberg, William S. Burroughs, 
Lucien Carr) who were to become the “nucleus” of the 
Beat Generation and whom he used as inspiration for 
several of his characters in On the Road. Suffice it to say, 
that this group of rebel young men of the mid-forties 
included Allen Ginsberg, probably the most notable 
guru of the Beat Generation and also its poet laureate, 
and William Burroughs, its “ironic mentor” (Charters 
x–xi).

This  brotherhood of the Beats, as a special 
relationship between “brother-souls,” was patented 
by John Clellon Holmes in an interview published 
in 1985 (qtd. in Charters and Charters 4). Holmes, 
the “Quiet Beat” (Gair 51) is remembered as the one 
who published the first “Beat Generation” novel, Go 
(initially titled The Beat Generation), in  1952 (about 
the lives of Kerouac, Cassady and Ginsberg) and The 
Horn, the “jazz novel” of the Beat Generation. They 
were both born on the same day (March 12) and even 
though Kerouac was older, Holmes eventually became 
what would generally be called the “big-brother.” After 
...stinging resentments, monumental outbursts and 
jealousies, they  remained friends for the rest of their 
lives. At the end, it was only Holmes with whom 
Kerouac still felt close. [...] They had been born on the 
same day, March 12, four years apart, another “eerie 
correspondence” in their lives. Kerouac was the older 
of the two, old enough to be Holmes’ big brother, but 
after the first few months of their friendship  it was 
accepted that John was the steadier brother whom 
Jack could always turn to for contact and argument, 
or for a drink, a party, or a place to sleep for the night. 
(Charters and Charters 4)

Ironically, the most silent of all the Beats, the 
“Quiet Beat” Holmes was also the one who authored 
the first attempt to define the “Beat movement” for the 
public. Although it was not a Beat manifesto per se, it 
was definitely the first in a long row of similar attempts 
that had what was sometimes called a “manifesto 
function.” Somehow neglected over time, productions 
by Baraka, Joans or Kaufman should also be counted 
among such “attempts.”

While the Beats never produced a “Beat Manifesto” 
as such, a whole range of Beat texts contain what we 
might call a manifesto function, as key figures like 
Holmes, Kerouac, and Ginsberg, in addition to many 
“minor” Beats, felt themselves compelled to define and 
redefine their aesthetic and social practices and to state 
and restate their opposition to American conservatism 
after World War II. To reevaluate Beat writing in terms 
of its engagement with the international avant-garde is 
to reassess the role played by African American writers 
in the Beat movement as a whole. (Fazzino 65)

Holmes’s Times article brings for the first time 
to the eyes of the public a whole generation that 
could have been easily and  mistakenly  taken for a 
group of rebellious, debauched, and deviant people. 
Starting from the face of a (marijuana smoking) 
18-year-old Californian girl whose picture was 
published in a magazine under the heading: ‘Youth. 
Mother Is Bugged at Me,’ Holmes identifies a set of 
positive traits, manifest on the faces of all those who 
were  portrayed  in the press of the time as young 
thieves, alcoholics, or addicts, traits which made their 
faces look “bright,  level  realistic, challenging” (10). 
La génération perdue, the generation that found its 
adjective after World Was I, was resourceful enough 
to accept labeling and even take pride in it, but the 
generation that came out of World Was II, to use 
Holmes’s words the generation that “could get a drink 
easily once it [World War II] was over,” was in great 
need of an adjective to represent its “uniform, general 
quality” (10). According to Holmes, this generation, 
“moved by a desperate craving for affirmative beliefs”, 
namely for cataphatic truths in a world full of negative 
conventions, shares in whatever the term beat might 
refer to. 

The origins of the word ‘beat’ are obscure, but the 
meaning is only too clear to most Americans. More 
than mere weariness, it implies the feeling of having 
been used, of being raw. It involves a sort of nakedness 
of mind, and, ultimately, of soul; a feeling of being 
reduced to the bedrock of consciousness. In short, it 
means being undramatically pushed up against the 
wall of oneself. A man is beat whenever he goes for 
broke and wagers the sum of his resources on a single 
number; and the young generation has done that 
continually from early youth. (Holmes 10)

“Beatness” looks more like the effect than the cause 
of the “instinctive individualism” of the members of 
the postwar generation, who had been living in a world 
dominated by monstrous political projects, war, death, 
under the emerging light of what was to be referred 
to as “late capitalism.” Even though they lived against 
a somewhat similar background, the Beats were not 
just another “lost generation” reloaded, coming back 
to life after a second world war, following naturally 
after a first world war, but they are essentially a step 
forward, a new generation taking for granted the 
“shattered ideals” of their predecessors. They ignore the 
“ruins” and they drink because they are curious, not 
because they want to make a point or because they are 
disillusioned. Moreover, “unlike the Lost Generation, 
which was occupied with the loss of faith, the Beat 
Generation is becoming more and more occupied with 
the need for it” (Holmes 19). 

It is that faith which is potent enough to survive 
outside the forms of organized “religion”, that 
invention of the Roman-Catholic Church (Derrida 




