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I was just finishing the second paragraph of my review of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas when the third cup of coffee began to take hold. I remember saying something like “I feel a little jittery; maybe you should write …” And suddenly the room was full of flashing lights. And a voice screaming: “Holy Jesus! What’s that goddamned Christmas tree doing?”

This is the sort of second-rate, imitation gonzo journalism that has been relentlessly churned out since Hunter S Thompson first published his dark, twisted tale of drugs, debauchery and bad behaviour. Thompson is the original gonzo journalist and Fear and Loathing shows generations of wannabe gonzos how it is done properly. 

The book begins with Thompson’s alter ego, Raoul Duke, and his Samoan attorney (Dr Gonzo) en-route to Las Vegas to cover the Mint 400, an off-road motorcycle race in the heart of the Nevada desert. Stocked up with $300 worth of drugs (“two bags of grass, 75 pellets of mescaline, five sheets of high-powered blotter acid, a salt shaker half full of cocaine, and a whole galaxy of multi-colored uppers, downers, screamers, laughers … and also a quart of tequila, a quart of rum, a case of Budweiser, a pint of raw ether and two dozen amyls”) they set off in a red convertible Chevrolet (“the Great Red Shark”). They fail to get the story, but instead embark upon "a savage journey to the heart of the American Dream". Along the way they drink, take drugs, trash hotel rooms, drive around in flash convertibles, kidnap maids and behave with a general lack of morals and responsibility. 

After 76 pages of sleepless paranoia, Duke and “Dr Gonzo” take a step closer to insanity by agreeing to cover the National District Attorney’s Conference on Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs for Rolling Stone magazine. Inevitably further mayhem ensues as the drugs and alcohol lead them into the depths of depravity. Their amorality sinks to an all time low when Dr Gonzo apparently drugs and rape of a young Christian girl and then later threatens a waitress with “a nasty silver blade” when she asks them to leave the diner. 

From page one the hallucinogenic descriptions are vivid, terrifying and relentless. Thompson captures the quintessence of drug elation, confusion and anger with his stream-of-consciousness writing style. Fear and Loathing was written as a memoir of the 60s acid generation and an “up-yours” message to the conformists of the Nixon era. As the first of its kind, Thompson’s revelations and experiences can be described as brave and funny. Today they seem puerile and affected. Perhaps it is because his style has been the subject of so many second rate replicas that Fear and Loathing seems – dare I say it – boring. This is a book about drugs and not much else. The self-obsessed ramblings of a drug-addled drunk would be avoided at all costs at a party so why would one pay to read them? 

Thompson does successfully manage to portray the futility of the search for the ‘American Dream’ that characterised the disillusionment of the 60s generation. Duke and Dr Gonzo’s search for the American Dream only leads them to a derelict nightclub “on the corner of Paradise and Eastern”.

Fear and Loathing was Thompson’s second book (his first being an account of a year spent with the Hell’s Angels) and is most certainly the one he will be remembered for. His highly descriptive, comic style was at its peak here and his use of metaphor and imagery are second to none. Unfortunately, years have imitation have watered down its impact and these days it is a little disappointing to anyone expecting a radical and exciting read. However, if you were going to read only one account of a self-obsessive, self-destructive bore – read this one.

