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ABOUT KEN KESEY (1935-2001)

ken kesey was one of oregon’s most famous, critically acclaimed, and controversial authors. His 
rise to literary and cultural prominence was the product of his distinctive skills and experiences.

kesey was born on september 17, 1935, in la Junta, colorado, and in 1946 he and his family 
moved to Springfield, Oregon. In both high school and at the University of Oregon, Kesey was a 
champion wrestler. After earning a Bachelor of Arts degree from the university of oregon’s school 
of Journalism in 1957, kesey attended stanford university’s creative writing program under the 
tutelage of acclaimed historian, novelist, and short story writer Wallace stegner. While at stanford, 
kesey participated in u.s. Army experiments involving lysergic acid diethylamide (lsd) and 
mescalin. these hallucinogenic experiences would change kesey’s outlook on life and inspire his 
writings.

He published One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest in 1962 and the quintessential oregon novel 
Sometimes a Great Notion in 1964. Both novels explore what Kesey saw as the conflict between 
modern industrial society and individuality, a struggle between conformity and freedom. this 
struggle was also central to Kesey’s personal life, where he turned to psychedelic drugs to find 
personal liberation.

considered a founding father of the 1960s counterculture, kesey [included] drug use as a path to 
individual freedom. He founded a group known as the Merry Pranksters and in 1964 he and the 
Pranksters traveled the country in a day-glo colored school bus named “Further.” this bus was 
sometimes piloted by neal cassady, a Beat icon made famous in Jack kerouac’s 1957 largely 
autobiographical novel On the Road. the Pranksters were notorious for their “acid tests” and 
became the inspiration for tom Wolfe’s book The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, published in 1968. 
the Pranksters also promoted the “Warlocks,” a band later known as the Grateful dead.

in 1965, kesey’s drug use landed him in jail for six months. upon his release, kesey moved 
to a farm near eugene to raise his family. He would publish a loosely organized memoir of his 
experiences in 1973’s kesey’s Garage Sale. in 1975 One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest became an 
Oscar winning film and Kesey briefly worked as a professor of writing at the University of Oregon. 
He published his third novel, Sailor Song in 1992, and lived in Pleasant Hill, oregon, until his 
death on november 10, 2001.

- The Oregon Historical Society



Get on the Bus 
with Roger Lazoff
in the summer of 1964, ken 
kesey and his friends, known as 
the Merry Pranksters, undertook 
an epic cross-country bus trip. 
in a decade of Happenings, this 
event, chronicled on film and in 
print, became a celebration and 
a touchstone for the emerging 
counter-culture. in later years, the 
Merry Pranksters continued to 
demonstrate their version of free 
expression, both graphically and 
through what might now be called 
performance art.

The items in this show; posters, film, books – by Kesey and others – illustrate the 
multimedia interests of the group.

i went to california in 1974 and quickly fell into the kesey orbit. some of the objects 
in this exhibition came to me during the six years i lived with and around the 
Pranksters; others represent the next generation.

this exhibition asks and suggests the answer to the question: is ken kesey still 
relevant today and if so why? it is my belief that he is, not only because of his great 
novels, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest and Sometimes a Great Notion, but also 
because he was so central to the cultural transformation  that took place in the 
60s and early 70s. Kesey’s circle of influence encompassed the Grateful Dead, 
John Barlow developer of the WELL, the first online information source, and Stewart 
Brand, who created the Whole earth catalog, kesey can also be seen as one of the 
key figures in the development of new art forms as can be seen in the 1964 Bus Trip 
movies. to put it in the parlance of the time, kesey’s vibes were everywhere and they 
are still being felt today.

Roger Lazoff, Merry Prankster


