
A High School 
That’s Familiar —

and Terrify ing
The Branston High School Class of 2001 seems familiar
enough on the surface: there’s the Smart One, the Fat
Kid, Bad Girl, Good Girl, Jock, Dyke, Rich Boy, Stud . . .
and Boyd, an Angry Young Man who has just made a
dangerous new friend. Now he’s making a list.

The Branston Class of 2001. You might think you 
know them. You might be surprised. 

Author Ron Koertge admits to some surprise when 
The Brimstone Journals
(Candlewick Press, 2001)
characters shook him awake
one night. They didn’t just
wake him—they moved in
and didn’t leave until he 
had finished a first draft.

“I wasn’t quite sure what I was after 
when I wrote the first of the Brimstone
poems,” he says. Since he’s a poet and
a writer, Ron wasn’t even sure if these
verses would remain as separate poems
or be collected in a book. “I always
keep a notebook by the bed, and some
nights I’d wake up and write one or two
new things, at first in the voices of
characters I hadn’t thought 
of consciously.”

A teacher at Pasadena City College in
California, Ron works with freshmen
who often speak like the kids in
Brimstone. “Once they see I’m not a
jerk or a sadist,” Ron says, “they tend to open up.”
Despite this contact with teens, Ron did not base any
of the characters on real students, not even the ones
from his own high school days.

Ron’s school, like Branston High and just about every
American high school, can count among its student
body some jocks, brains, tough kids . . . and misfits,
like the character Lester, who is always picked last 
for any team. But the author wasn’t any of these types.
“I was often picked in the middle for teams, rarely last,
never first. I wasn’t a bad kid at all—I was kind of 
a wuss.”

Teen Violence

That was the late ‘50s, 
the era of Happy Days
and the Fonz. The “bad”
kids in Ron’s era stole
hubcaps or carried
switchblades, though 
they never used them. 
The bad kids in Brimstone?
They keep a hit list of
classmates who’ve ticked them off. One can't help
remembering the Colorado shooting tragedies of 1999.

Ron actually started writing this book before the
Columbine shootings, but says those sobering events
did add “fuel to the fire.” He recalls, “I felt like some
kind of long-distance reporter, yet on the scene, too. 
I felt tuned into it in a peculiar way.” But Ron quickly
cut himself off from the media. Brimstone was to be

fiction, not journalism.

Not Choosing, But Being Chosen

Immersed in the world of troubled kids, social misfits,
guns, and violence, Brimstone might lead readers to
think that Ron is somewhat of a buzzkill. Not so, says
Ron: “I tend to
favor easy
solutions and
happy endings.
I’m optimistic.
Brimstone is the
darkest thing I
ever wrote.” Ron’s
body of work does,
in fact, attest to this
lighter side, for he
has often chosen
humorous and offbeat
characters and
settings. “The
Brimstone Journals,
however,” Ron
points out,
“chose me.”

Movie Madness

Crazy about movies, Ron sees about 100 a year —
and that doesn't even count video rentals. As a 

kid, he thought of movies as a ticket to imaginary 
worlds and lives — and s till does! Ron’s next 
book is about a boy who has retreated into the

movies. (Gee, guess where that idea came?)

I like Damon
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Ron’s last name is
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