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MALLARD FILLMORE By Bruce Tinsley

A few decades ago, before TV com-
mercials became obsessively con-
cerned with prostate problems,

Jack Kerouac wrote “On the Road.” It was
greeted rapturously by many as a burst of
rollicking, joyous American energy. Peo-
ple quoted the famous lines: “The only
people for me are the mad ones, the ones
who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to
be saved, desirous of everything at the
same time, the ones who never yawn.”

In the Times review that launched the
book, Gilbert Millstein raved that “On
the Road” was a frenzied search for affir-
mation, a book that rejected the ennui,
pessimism and cynicism of the Lost Gen-
eration. The heroes of the book savored
everything, enjoyed everything, took
pleasure in everything.

But, of course, all this was before the
great geriatric pall settled over the world,
before it became illegal to be cheerful.

“On the Road” turned 50 last month,
and over the past few weeks some critics
have taken another look at the book, and
this time their descriptions of it, whether
they like it or not, are very different.

“It’s a book about death and the search
for something meaningful to hold on to
— the famous search for ‘IT,’ a truth larg-
er than the self, which, of course, is nev-
er found,” wrote Meghan
O’Rourke in Slate.

“Kerouac was this deep,
lonely, melancholy man,”
Hilary Holladay of the
University of Massachu-
setts told The Philadel-
phia Inquirer. “And if you
read the book closely, you
see that sense of loss and
sorrow swelling on every
page.” “In truth, ‘On the
Road’ is a book of broken
dreams and failed plans,” wrote Ted Gioia
in The Weekly Standard.

In Book Forum, David Ulin noted that
“even the most frantic of Kerouac’s writ-
ings were really the sagas of a solitary
seeker: poor, sad Jack, adrift in a world
without mercy when he’d rather be ‘safe
in Heaven dead.’ ” Many said “On the
Road” is the book you want to read if
you find Sylvia Plath too upbeat.

And of course they’re not wrong.
There was a traditionalist, darker side to
Kerouac, as John Leland emphasizes in
his book “Why Kerouac Matters: The
Lessons of On the Road (They’re Not
What You Think).” But reading through
the anniversary commemorations, you
feel the gravitational pull of the great
Boomer Narcissus. All cultural artifacts
have to be interpreted through whatever
experiences the Baby Boomer genera-
tion is going through at that moment.

Middle-aged disillusion
So a book formerly known for its

youthful exuberance now becomes a
book of gloomy middle-aged disillusion.
(In 20 years, “The Cat in the Hat” will be
read as a commentary on unreliable
home health care workers.) And there’s
something else going on, something to
do with the great taming professional-
ism of American culture. “On the Road”
has been semi-incorporated into modern
culture, but only parts have survived.

The real secret of the book was its dis-
charge of youthful energy, the stupid,
reckless energy that saves “On the
Road” from being a dreadful novel. The
delightful, moronic, unreflective fizz ap-
pears whenever the characters are happi-
est, when they are chasing girls or urinat-
ing from a swerving flatbed truck while
going 70 miles an hour.

Those parts haven’t survived. They
run afoul of the new gentility, the rules
laid down by the health experts, child-
care experts, guidance counselors, safe-
ty advisers, admissions officers, virtue-
crats and employers to regulate the lives
of the young. They seem dangerous,
childish and embarrassing in the world
of professionalized adolescence and pro-
fessionalized intellect.

If Sal Paradise were alive today, he’d
be a product of the new rules.

He’d be a grad student with an interest
in power yoga, on the road to the MLA
convention with a documentary about a
politically engaged Manitoban dance
troop that he hopes will win a Mac-
Arthur grant. He’d be driving a Prius, go-
ing a conscientious 55, wearing a seat belt
and calling Mom from the Comfort Inns.

The only thing we know for sure is
that this ethos won’t last.

Someday some hypermanic kid will
produce a moronically maxed-out adven-
ture odyssey that will spark the overdue
rebellion among all the over-pressured
SAT grinds, and us grumpy midlife crit-
ics will get to witness a new Kerouac,
and the greatest pent-up young-life cri-
sis in the history of the world.

Sal
Paradise
at 50

By Chuck Reyman

F or a single moment, as I stood in the ambu-
lance bay, the enormous and often bewil-
dering complexity of The Children’s Hospi-

tal’s move to its new location coalesced into
meaning.

During the preceding months and years of
planning, I had become familiar with many of
the behind-the-scenes details that collectively
defined the Herculean task of moving a 253-bed
pediatric hospital and its 111 small patients 7
miles east to its new $567 million home.

In preparing information for the media, I
knew about the new hospital’s 1.44 million
square feet and its 48-acre campus footprint; the
842 miles of wiring running through 238 miles of
conduit; the more than 14 million pounds of
steel needed to support 34,000 cubic yards of
concrete; the 16,000 light fixtures and the three
football fields that could fit into the new hospi-
tal’s basement; the 400 tractor-trailers needed
to haul drywall for the interior finish; and the 90
tractor-trailers needed to deliver the hospital’s
enormous air-handling units.

I knew just enough about the preparations,
the parking at the new facility, the landscaping,
the painstaking architectural design, and the
seemingly endless list of patient and family
amenities. By serving on several transition plan-
ning committees, I learned about moving and liq-
uidating furniture and used medical equipment
and archiving hospital treasures. And, overlay-

ing it all, I learned about the full range of human
behaviors under the stress that comes with say-
ing “goodbye” to the familiar and uncertainly
saying “hello” to dramatically new circumstanc-
es.

In the last two years, I and my colleagues ex-
perienced many highs and lows, joys and frustra-
tions, successes and failures. During all that
time, internal website for staff, physicians and
volunteers featured a digital clock that counted
down the seconds to the exact time of the move
commencement: 7 a.m., Saturday, Sept. 29.

At 6 a.m. on that day, hospital leadership gath-
ered in the command center to monitor
progress and communicate updates to staff and
the community. It was between hourly incident
briefings that I walked to the new emergency de-
partment to check on the assembled media and
hospital public relations staff.

Within a few minutes and without flashing
lights and siren, the first ambulance slowly
pulled into the emergency bay. Suddenly
hushed, the people assembled there gathered
around, leaving room for the receiving team to
do their work. As the rear doors to the ambu-
lance swung wide, I heard an EMS person from
within the vehicle say in a clear voice, “I want
to confirm this is a red child,” meaning a child
who could not be photographed. Cameras low-
ered as the receiving personnel moved close to
the rear of the ambulance. An isolette with a
tiny Neonatal Intensive Care Unit baby slowly
came into view as EMS staff lowered it to the

waiting hands of the receiving team. The time
was 7:45 a.m.

Our first scheduled patient had arrived.
In the solemnity of that quiet moment, the

enormity of the task, with the full burden of its
complexity, condensed into one small isolette
and into the eyes of one tiny child. All of the
months and years of planning, building, practic-
ing, meeting, reassessing, purchasing, communi-
cating; all of the real estate, building materials,
technologies, fundraising, construction workers,
clinical and non-clinical staff, and the communi-
ty at large, condensed into meaning and pur-
pose: the life of a tiny child in need.

Standing in an ambulance bay, in what Emer-
son would describe as “the point of astonish-
ment” in every landscape, I understood fully, per-
haps for the first time, the purpose of this work.
My teacher, appropriately enough, was a child.

Somewhere on a sheet of paper or on a hospi-
tal computer monitor is that child’s name, gen-
der and position in the patient transfer se-
quence. Perhaps by now he or she has gone
home with a grateful family. But no matter. For
me, that one child’s delivery into our hands
gave meaning to the struggles we endure and
the complexities we erect in support of life.

DAVID BROOKS
The New York Times

John Rieck from Children’s Mercy Hospital in Kansas City, Mo., steps out of a pink-walled ambulance at Children's Hospital in Denver as four
visiting teams of EMTs from other states helped with massive move to Aurora.Cyrus McCrimmon, The Denver Post
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The New York TimesW hat is it about Michigan

that seems to encourage
assisted suicide? That is

all I can think watching Michigan
congressmen and senators, led by
Rep. John Dingell, doing their best
imitations of Jack Kevorkian and
once again trying to water down ef-
forts by Congress to legislate im-
proved mileage standards for De-
troit in the latest draft energy bill.

I get pork-barrel politics. I under-
stand senators from oil states protect-
ing the windfall profits of oil compa-
nies. It’s an old story: Protect my win-
nings, and I’ll reward you with cam-
paign contributions. I get it.

What I don’t get is empty-barrel
politics — Michigan lawmakers
year after year shielding Detroit
from pressure to innovate on higher
mileage standards, even though De-
troit’s failure to sell more energy-ef-
ficient vehicles has clearly contrib-
uted to its brush with bankruptcy,
its loss of market share to Toyota
and Honda — whose fleets beat all
U.S. automakers in fuel economy in
2007 — and its loss of jobs. General

Motors today has 73,000 working
UAW members, compared with
225,000 a decade ago. Last year, Toy-
ota overtook GM as the world’s big-
gest automaker.

Thank you, Michigan delegation!
The people of Japan thank you, too.

But assisting Detroit’s suicide
seems to be contagious. Everyone
wants to get in on it, including Toy-
ota. Toyota, which pioneered the
industry-leading, 50-mpg Prius hy-
brid, has joined with the Big Three
U.S. automakers in lobbying
against the tougher mileage stan-
dards in the Senate version of the
draft energy bill.

Now why would Toyota, which
has used the Prius to brand itself as
the greenest car company, pull
such a stunt? Is it because Toyota
wants to slow down innovation in
Detroit on more energy efficient ve-
hicles, which Toyota already domi-
nates, while also keeping mileage

room to build giant pickup trucks,
like the Toyota Tundra, at the gas-
guzzler end of the U.S. market?

“Toyota wants to keep its green
halo and beat GM in the big trucks,
too,” said Deron Lovaas, vehicles
expert at the Natural Resources De-
fense Council. “As the world’s larg-
est automaker and inventor of the
best-selling hybrid car, Toyota has
a responsibility to lead, follow or
get out of the way as Congress de-
bates the first substantial fuel-econ-
omy boost in decades. Shamefully,
Toyota has joined forces with older
automakers that are getting their
lunch handed to them in the market-
place, in part because they’ve con-
sistently shunned fuel efficiency.”

Irv Miller, a Toyota vice presi-
dent, used the company’s corpo-
rate blog to refute charges that it is
“trying to move America backward
on gas mileage.” “Nothing could be
further from the truth,” he said, be-
cause Toyota also favors improved
mileage standards.

Not so fast. Here are the facts:
Thanks to the Michigan delegation,

U.S. mileage standards for passen-
ger car fleets have been frozen at
27.5 mpg since 1985. Light trucks
are even worse. The Senate energy
bill calls for U.S. automakers to
achieve a corporate average fuel
economy of 35 mpg by 2020. The
Big Three and Toyota are lobbying
to kill the Senate version and re-
place it with a loophole-laden in-
crease to 32 to 35 mpg by 2022.
(Only the U.S. auto industry would
try to postpone innovation.) The dif-
ference between the two is mil-
lions of gallons of gas.

Japan and Europe already have
much better mileage standards for
their auto fleets than the U.S. So
Toyota, in effect, is lobbying to
keep U.S. standards — in 2022 —
well behind what Japan’s will be.

Hey, Toyota, if you are going to
become the biggest U.S. automak-
er, could you at least bring to Amer-
ica your best practices — the ones
that made you the world leader —
instead of prolonging our worst
practices? We have enough people
helping us commit suicide.
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Chuck Reyman (reyman.charles@
tchden.org) of Denver is public
relations director for The Children’s
Hospital. He was a Colorado Voices
columnist in 2005.
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