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Who was John Kennedy Toole?  He was a young man who wrote 2 novels and committed suicide.  These are the bare facts but do not begin to explain who he was.  To approach an understanding of him, we need to examine his family and his environment.  
John Kennedy Toole was born to Thelma Ducoing Toole and John Dewey Toole on December 17, 1937 at Touro Infirmary, New Orleans’ largest and best lying-in hospital.  That Thelma selected the biggest and best was not by accident.  She was a lady on the move upward and was positive of her own good qualities of intelligence, artistic merit and southern charm.  She raved that her infant son was special and wonderful in the nursery. Indeed photos of Ken, as the family called him, show him as a very attractive baby.  This was the beginning of Thelma’s push to have Ken become the star that he was in her own eyes.  He was the Toole’s only child and was born after they had been married for more than 10 years.
Thelma Ducoing Toole came from an old New Orleans family.  Her family were Creoles which means that they were living in New Orleans before 1803 when Napoleon Bonaparte sold the Louisiana Territory to the United States.    In fact one of Thelma’s ancestors was Jean Ducoing who manned the one heavy mortar possessed by the Americans under Andrew Jackson’s command at the Battle of New Orleans in 1815. His descendants settled on a large plot of land in Faubourg Marigny whose main street was Elysian Fields.  Thelma’s mother and grandmother came from Ireland in the 1880s and married into Creole families which elevated their status.  John Dewey Toole was descended from Irishmen who immigrated to New Orleans in the 1840s to escape the potato famine where they were seen as Johnny Come Latelies and not regarded highly in society. Achieving social status and recognition were extremely important to Thelma as for all good New Orleanians.
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Thelma, John and Ken moved several times in order to better their social status by living in nicer neighborhoods with better schools.  They moved uptown which was north of Canal Street and considered higher class than the French Quarter which became crowded with immigrants to New Orleans.   These  People did not have an appreciation of French culture and language, fine manners and drawing room music and theater.  These are the things that Thelma thrived on even though she and John were of modest means, in fact sometimes barely making ends meet.  John was a skilled car mechanic for the Oldsmobile dealership in New Orleans and later a commission only car salesman just prior to Ken’s birth.  Thelma taught elocution, charm and drama to the children of New Orleans’ fine families.  She also played piano and sang at gatherings and parties around town.
Ken was an excellent student throughout his school years.  He also participated in his mother’s theatrical productions from the age of 3 years.  She expected great things of him and he did his best to comply.  He actually loved being on stage and continued his theater work into high school.  However, his high school Fortier was very large and Ken had trouble fitting in.  He did not belong to any clique and felt uncomfortable in the locker room.  He was sensitive about his appearance and may have begun to feel confusion about his sexuality.  Ken was unhappy during this time and began writing for the school newspapers and journals. Writing gave him satisfaction and he even found the time to write his first novel The Neon Bible.  Although Ken was unhappy, his friends have commented that he was one of the funniest people they knew.  He was always mimicking, telling jokes and poking fun as well as performing and leading others in pranks.  These activities were strictly reserved for his friends.  Ken’s humor did not come out in his school writings or with family or other adults.  In fact Ken was beginning to compartmentalize his life in high school.  He went out with his friends and over to their houses but did not invite them to his home.  Some friends later thought that Ken may have felt Thelma would not have approved of the silly business and would have given them all long lectures on proper deportment.  Thelma was certainly a dynamic, strong and controlling stage mother who needed to be admired and to have her perfect son make his mark in the world in just the right way. 
During Ken’s lifetime Thelma was fond of extolling his virtues and accomplishments to everyone and after his death these monologues became 
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epic. Therefore, it is easy to see the kind of pressure John Kennedy Toole lived under as Thelma and John’s only child and son.  He was not even able to escape his mother by going off to college because he won a full scholarship to Tulane and lived at home.  He did very well academically majoring in English and winning a Woodrow Wilson Fellowship to study for his masters in English literature at Columbia.  His humorous writing had its origins in the work he did for Hullabaloo, the Tulane student newspaper.  Besides reviews and articles, Ken also drew satirical cartoons.  During these years at Tulane, Ken worked even harder at keeping his circles of friends apart.  He had a group of college friends who did not have any inkling about his French Quarter musician friends.  The college friends considered the French Quarter a place for tourists.  However, Ken spent as much time as possible with the musicians and began drinking with them as well as listening to their blues and helping them to set up and take down.  He never discussed his writing aspirations with either group.  He even wrote notes on his notebooks at home to keep his mother from looking at or disturbing his work.  Ken was continuing in his quest to keep all aspects of his life in separate compartments.  That way he could deal with one part at a time and keep his thoughts and emotions under his control.

In the fall of 1958 Ken set off for New York and Columbia.  His plan was to work nonstop in order to complete his masters in one year.  This he accomplished with even a little time out some days to go dancing and visit with his good friend from Tulane Ruth Kathmann who helped him deal with New York.
Now that Ken had finished his masters, it was time to go to work.  And, he luckily found a teaching position at Southwestern Louisiana Institute in Lafayette. It was here that Ken was perhaps the happiest he had been in his life.  The staff members were interesting people who welcomed Ken and enjoyed and encouraged his humorous story telling and barbed one liners.  He was the life of the party there.  His students also loved him.   However, Ken wanted to get his PhD; so it was back to New York and Columbia in the fall of 1960.

In order to finance his doctoral program, Ken taught part time at Hunter College.  He found the young women there not as polished as their southern counterparts and they did not take to him and his peculiar brand of humor.  In addition there was so much course work to go through at Columbia that Ken 
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became disenchanted and depressed.  The one good thing that came from his time in New York was that he began thinking about a New Orleans novel.  Serendipitously Ken’s student deferment expired and he was called up to serve Uncle Sam.  Serendipity does not usually occur in the same breath as military service.  But Ken had always been a special case. So in the fall of 1961 he was dispatched to Puerto Rico to teach English to Spanish speaking recruits.  The summer before he was to report for duty, Ken was able to be in his beloved New Orleans immersing himself in her sights, sounds and smells.  
This time in the Crescent City was important because it was his last stop before Puerto Rico. And it was there that he did most of the writing for A Confederacy of Dunces.  That he was able to write anything seems amazing because army barracks are crowded and contain sparse furniture.  However, Ken worked himself up to Sergeant with a small private office and then borrowed a typewriter from a fellow teacher/soldier. He, like his mother, had always been clever in making things work for him.  Military service was a mixed bag for Ken.  He also was significantly depressed and drank way too much at times.  While in the Army, Ken sent most of his paycheck to his parents who were continually losing ground financially.
Therefore, when Ken was mustered out of the Army in August of 1963, he went back home to New Orleans.  He applied for and won a faculty position in English at the all female Dominican College.  It was walking distance from his home and Ken became well liked by the English faculty and students there.  His teaching load was light and Ken was able to finish “Confederacy” and to begin his quest to have it published.  He was devastated by John F. Kennedy’s death in November 1963 as he had been earlier by Marilyn Monroe’s.  It took him 3 months to get back to his novel, but he did, revising and typing it, then sending it off to Robert Gottlieb at Simon and Schuster.  Thus began the 2 year correspondence between Toole and Gottlieb which ended unsatisfactorily for both.  
This novel and its characters became an integral part of Ken Toole.  They were his creations and his children.  Therefore, he could not make them follow Gottlieb’s suggestion that they and the book say something.  When Bob Gottlieb suggested that Ken put “Confederacy” aside and begin a new work, Ken was crushed and fell into a deep despair.  He could not admit to himself 
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and certainly not to his mother or friends that his masterpiece had failed.  So, he put “Confederacy” away in his top bureau drawer.  Then he began drinking more heavily and isolating himself from his mother and friends.  He was in a dark mood and began frequenting seedy gay bars in the French Quarter.  He even housed male prostitutes in his uncle’s home on Elysian Fields.  Ken was having trouble keeping his life compartmentalized and this boded poorly for his mental health.  He engaged in yelling matches with his mother and ignored friends, often spending long periods alone in his room drinking. He began to fantasize that certain persons were out to get him or were responsible for his book not being published.
It was this emerging paranoia which alarmed friends from Lafayette and army days when they visited with Ken during the last year and a half of his life. They told of Ken’s insistence that Bob Gottlieb and others at Simon and Schuster deliberately canned his book because they didn’t like his Jewish character Myrna. Ken also accused a one-time colleague of stealing his manuscript and passing it off as his own.  Several friends talked to Ken about these fantasies and got him to admit that he might be mistaken.  However, his mother played into Ken’s paranoia loudly declaiming that there was a Jewish conspiracy against “Confederacy”.  In the final stages of his illness, Ken complained of electronic devices which were controlling his mind.
Although mild paranoia was part of the Toole family life, one would expect that Thelma as an adoring mother would have recognized that Ken was descending way too far into his own never-never land. She does not appear to have cared, however, and was more concerned when Ken was unable to return to teaching at Dominican after Christmas 1968. This meant that there was no income for the Toole family and she was upset and angry with Ken.  She seemed to feel that if he would just stop drinking everything would be ok.  Consequently she and Ken had a number of quarrels culminating in a terrible row on January 19th.  Ken walked out never to return alive.  He drove out west visiting Marilyn Monroe’s gravesite and back east to Flannery O’Connor’s home in Georgia before taking his own life in the back woods of Harrison County Mississippi on March 26, 1969.
This was the end for John Kennedy Toole but not for his book A Confederacy of Dunces.  As we know, his mother Thelma Ducoing Toole took on the task of 
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getting his book published.  His narcissistic mother was single minded and tenacious in her pursuit of publication.  This diligence was not entirely inspired by her love for Ken but also by her anger and grief that Ken had skipped out on her plans for him.  She sent the manuscript off numerous times to publishers and was rewarded only with reject letters and the return of the manuscript.  Even though she was frustrated by these rejections, she believed in the worth of Ken’s book and began to feel that she needed to present the manuscript personally to a writer who would appreciate the work.  She got her chance when Walker Percy spent the fall semester teaching at Loyola University in 1976.  She wrote to him, called him and finally sat outside his office until he saw her.  He was fascinated with her old lady southern bearing and agreed to take the manuscript home and read it.  Both he and his wife were delighted with “Confederacy” and agreed to help Thelma get it published.  This was the beginning of Thelma’s longed for fame and glory which lasted until her death in August 1984 and could be the subject of another 15 minute paper.  Her son Ken would have loved all the hoopla and attention.  Unfortunately he “was a troubled person who could create laughter but not enough joy to keep himself alive”.
A Confederacy of Dunces won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 1981 and is in its 20th printing since the anniversary edition in 2000.
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