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Pretace

s I came of age in the 1960s, I defined two fundamental intel-

lectual orientations in my life. The first, born of modest partici-

pation in and deep sympathy for the civil rights and antiwar

movements, and in the antimaterialist aspects of “hippie,” was
an affinity for elements of culture outside the mainstream. The second, by
instinct and the blessing of having wonderful teachers, was a profound re-
spect for the study of history. So when I arrived at graduate school in
1971 and discovered that it was more a professional training center than a
hall of scholars, I chose a topic of study that would maintain my identifi-
cation with that first orientation: a biography of Jack Kerouac, my intel-
lectual forefather.

Six months after I began in 1972 what became Desolate Angel: Jack
Kerouac, the Beat Generation, and America (Random House, 1979), a friend
took me to my first Grateful Dead concert, introduced me to the psyche-
delic experience, and changed my life. A few months later, it occurred to
me that I wanted to write a two-volume history of post=World War II
American bohemia, volume one via the life of Kerouac and volume two
through the lives of the Grateful Dead. It was my great good fortune (and
intuitive correctness about the fundamental connections between the two
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phenomena) that Jerry Garcia shared my vision. I sent him a copy of Des-
olate Angel on publication, and eventually we met. Shortly after, he said,
“Why don’t you do us?” At one of our first meetings, we chatted in his
dressing room, which was decorated with two pictures, one of his late
friend and musical cohort, Pigpen, and one of Jack Kerouac.

At one of our first interviews, he commented, “For the sake of history,
or whatever, as a member of the Gratetul Dead, and as a person who's
consciously involved in some kind of historical process, right, it’s very
important to me that somehow some essence of what we're doing is
accurately . . . that it conforms to my bias"—he laughed—*. . . that some
representation of us is undertaken . . . your sensitivity with Kerouac and
Cassady and the resonance of me having known Cassady and so forth,
that resonance tells me that your work at the second level—I mean you
weren't there when it was happening, but your sensitivity and selectivity
and so forth, on the second level away from it was accurate enough it hit
my recognitions, and the fact that you're interested in us—I mean that
eminently qualifies you, as far as I'm concerned.”

That conversation was in 1981. In 1984, the Grateful Dead Pro-
ductions company receptionist complained at a meeting that reporters
were annoying her because no one was dealing with them, and Garcia re-
marked, “Get McNally to do it. He knows that shit.” So from then until
the end of the road for the band in 1995, I was the band’s publicist,
adding a new layer of knowledge, intimacy, and detail to my study.
Among many other things, the Dead was a spiritual experience, a musical
phenomenon, and a business, and it is my hope that I have included all
these facets in my portrait. It is for that reason that there are two sorts of
chapters in A Long Strange Trip. It is largely a linear narrative that spans
the early 1940s (the childhoods of Jerry Garcia and Phil Lesh) to 1996,
when we scattered Garcia’s ashes. In between these chapters, you will find
“interlude” chapters that describe a hypothetical year in the 1980s and
'90s, the era in which the band was an established success, the time that I
witnessed directly, and within that year a hypothetical or perhaps more
ideally archetypal concert. These interlude chapters describe subtopics 1n
the music business as well as life on the road as the Grateful Dead—and
the Dead Heads—experienced it.

Being the biographer (as well as the publicist) of the Dead was not a
job, it was an adventure. But that was true for all the participants—the
band, the employees, the audience. It was, to quote Phil Lesh, “definitely
long, definitely strange—and definitely a trip.” Together we all joined in
on a quest, and I'd follow that path anytime. In Robert Hunter’s words,
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Introduction:
Power. The Stage

as Alembic
(MID-19805s)

hortly before every Grateful Dead concert, there i1s a luminous,

suspended moment. The doors are still closed. The band has not

yet arrived. Bathed in the subliminal hum of the stage’s electric

potential, you smell the ozone of 133,000 burning watts and real-
1ze that the elegantly arranged castle of equipment around you 1s a/ive—
not just stuff, but a sentient alchemical sculpture. You are surrounded by
an enormous electronic beast that can link the group consciousness of six
musicians and an audience of thousands to transmute notes, thoughts,
and volts, fusing boogie dancing, high-tech doodah, and the act of per-
formance into a subtle, profoundly human ritual of celebration. This stage
is a giant alembic, the fabled alchemical chamber where the magical
transformation took place. It 1s a portal to the mysterious world beyond
daily life.

This monster lives. The equipment cases that define the rear stage are
its skeleton, extruded daily as it 1s assembled for its labors. It breathes
through the pulsating speaker diaphragms, the interconnecting cables are
its nerves, and it hears through a $30,000 harmonic analyzer originally
designed by NASA to evaluate the aerodynamic strength of metals.
The ears and the brain, a forty-eight-channel sound mixing board, are
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positioned in a booth eighty-five feet away in the center of the hall. From
there, the stage seems a smooth, powerful monolith, its base draped in
black, the undecorated equipment atop it set in a symmetric arc. Back-
stage, the seams are more evident.

From the top of the center-rear stage stairs, you stand behind and be-
tween the two glistening drum sets that anchor the setup. At far left
front-of-stage sit Brent Mydland’s Hammond B-3 organ, a Yamaha syn-
thesizer, and his own small mixing board. Next to Mydland’s corner, mov-
ing toward the center, is guitarist Jerry Garcia’s equipment cabinet,
essentially a frame that holds a sound effects rack, a preamplifier, a Mcln-
tosh 2300 amplifier, and four JBL speakers. A floor strip with two foot
pedals and seven switches, labeled “Mutron, Oct, Boss, Wah, Dist, Phase,
Delay,” sits in front of Garcia’s vocal microphone. It is secured to the worn
Afshar-style stage carpet with gaffer’s tape, the unique product of a small
New Hampshire company, which is the secret ingredient that binds to-
gether all live rock and roll. Some seven hundred pounds of Sonar drums
and Zildjian cymbals make up each of the two trap sets played by Mickey
Hart on the left and Bill Kreutzmann on the right. An exotic array of
other percussion instruments is set up behind them. The front row,
the “amp line,” continues to the right with rhythm guitarist Bob Weir’s
Godzilla 1000 amplifier and a cabinet holding eight Gauss ten-inch
speakers. Phil Lesh’s Godzilla and a sound processor bass monitor, essen-
tially a small computer, define the right side. A mixing board for the mon-
itors, the floor speakers facing the musicians which allow them to hear
themselves, fills the stage’s right front corner. Both sides of the stage are
walled off by the boxes that carry the ninety steel-jacketed NASA surplus
cables (“snakes”) and twenty-seven Crest power amplifiers that energize
the system.

An aisle behind the amp line gives access to each cluster of instru-
ments and equipment, and the space behind the lane is defined by each
crew member’s tool case, surrounded by a fort of empty cases. Production
manager Robbie Taylor’s case stands at the top of the stairs. The left-hand
drum set is backed by Ram Rod Shurtlift, crew chief since 1967, chatting
with basketball star and NBC basketball analyst Bill Walton as he lays out
some of Hart’s “instruments”—an infant’s windup toy, whistles, a kazoo.
The left rear corner of the stage is the redoubt of Steve Parish, stage man-
ager and squire to the two guitarists, just now catching a hasty nap on the
crew bus. The other drum roadie, Billy Grillo, sits changing drumheads

behind Kreutzmann’s setup. The far right rear is the territory of Bill
“Kidd” Candelario, who cares for the keyboards and bass.
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Above, 144 state-of-the-art Meyer Sound Lab (MSL) loudspeakers
hang five-deep from the ceiling. Still higher is a giant pentagonal truss
holding two hundred lights. Though they absorb far more power than all
of the stage gear and sound equipment, the Dead’s lights are still only a
fraction of the normal design for a rock band; Van Halen, for instance,
carries fifteen hundred lights. Scrib (as in scribbler), the band’s publicist
and biographer, half listens as Taylor gleefully harasses the local union
steward and reflects on his, Scrib’s, conversation with Taylor during the
previous nights drive. Taylor had interpreted his muttered “House
lights"—the last command before a show begins—as a demand to resume
an nterview. Taylor replied, “How'd you know that ‘House lights’ means
the beginning?”

“I just want to see what I'm rolling,” said Scrib, “but getting back to
what we were talking about, I was chewing on what you said about the
crew last time. They come on so cynical, but if anything weird ever threat-
ened Garcia, they'd probably attempt something silly and heroic, y’know,
just because they’d have to.”

“Yeah,” Taylor had agreed. “And you know how embarrassed he'd be?”

Which 1s why this concert is more than entertainment, why the star
syndrome doesn’t exactly apply here, why the Grateful Dead isn’t really a
rock band and 1s only tangentially part of the American music industry.
Garcia 1s indeed charismatic, but not the least remarkable of his contribu-
tions to the group is his general refusal to run it. “You can call me boss,”
he once said, chuckling, “just don’t ask me to make any decisions.” That is
why the fans, the colorful, exuberant Dead Heads gathered outside, are
members of a cult that at its best serves Dionysus rather than individual
performers, and why the police, veterans of these parking lot festivals, un-
derstand the benign nature of their guests and are smiling at them.

A few days earlier the gig had been at a music theater out in the
country. The endless sleepy commute, a forty-five-minute spin on an un-
familiar road from a generic RamadaMarriottSheraton, through endless
geometrically identical cornfields, to a resort nowhere in particular, in-
duced a feeling of absolute random disassociation. Conversation was des-
perately required, and centered on Lesh’s newly purchased book about the
anthropic principle, which posited the universe as a mind.

Obeying an unspoken protocol, Scrib had left the front seats to the
band and retreated to the back of the van—limousines are thought too
conspicuous—to consider the band’s personalities in archetypal terms.
Garcia is a powerful bohemian visionary, a shaman of a sort, and his per-
sonal style has largely defined the band’s social and musical structure. Yet
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his role is nothing like that suggested by the automatic attention paid to a
virtuoso rock guitarist or the guru figure the media have fabricated 1n his
name. The band’s candidate for Handsome Rock Star is Weir, the eternal
Younger Brother. But on a day-to-day basis, the psychic pivot to the Dead
is Phil Lesh, the most aggressive purist, the anti-philistine Artist. It is he
who most often and most loudly demands that they dance as closely as
possible to the edge of the nearest available precipice. Intellectual, kinetic,
intense, he was once nicknamed Reddy Kilowatt in recognition of his
high mental and physical velocity. Twenty years later his mind is still ex-
ceedingly agile, although on this day he was content to let Garcia domi-
nate the rap.

“Why would the universe go through the trouble of evolving con-
sciousness?” inquired Garcia. “If it wanted life that would succeed, just to
create the most effective living thing, it could have stopped at bacteria. Or
it could have stopped at vertebrates or sharks. But consciousness goes a
quantum step further than just life. It might be that consciousness is the
whole reason there is a universe. There might not be a universe apart from
consciousness.” Garcia lit another Pall Mall. “And who knows what it’s
like elsewhere in the universe? Local realities change enough, locally, that
those Hindu guys can walk through huge, blazing fires and not get
burned. It’s got to be that consciousness modulates reality. Besides, the
truth can’t only be here, or you could stare at your toes and figure it
all out.”

“Yeah, but that’s just solipsism, man, useless,” interjected Lesh. “All
you do is climb up your own verbal asshole.”

“The real black hole,” snickered Kreutzmann as Scrib reached for his
pen while trying to imagine the members of Led Zeppelin in a rapt dis-
cussion of teleology and human consciousness.

Today the vans arrive at the usual 6 p.M. as Taylor finishes with the
steward and sends Scrib to the crew bus to inform Parish that the band is
onstage. Blond and sophisticated, tour manager Jon Meclntire emerges
from the lead van and heads for the stage. Wise to his rhythm guitarist’s
fondness for preshow tinkering, he tells Taylor, “Let’s get the doors open.
Weir might want to do something.” Not all band arrivals have been so or-
derly. Once in the early 1970s, Weir and Ram Rod’s wite, Frances,
equipped with a guitar, identification, and sincerity, were unable to per-
suade a guard at one venue of their legitimacy. Ever polite, Weir waited
until the gentleman no longer stood in front of the gate, then drove his
rented car through it to the backstage area. Taylor turns to the promoter’s
security chief, whose shaven head and earring suggest a fierceness that is
fortunately never displayed, and signals for the doors to be opened.
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By 7 p.m. the crew members have taken their places onstage as most
of the musicians digest dinner in a common dressing room. The drum-
mers drill away on rubber practice pads and Weir works at his own exer-
cise/étude, “Sage and Spirit.” Garcia warms up in the opposite corner, his
small, grubby hands bulging with muscle as they run endless scales up and
down his custom Irwin guitar. Lesh sits onstage talking with his wife, Jill.
A few minutes before showtime, a security guard shepherds Dan Healy
and Candace Brightman, directors of sound and lights respectively, to
their enclosure out in the audience. The anticipatory roar goes up several
decibels as the crowd spots sound engineer Harry Popick taking his posi-
tion at the onstage monitor soundboard.

Meclntire finds his various charges and announces, “Time, guys.” Weir
has still not traversed the étude to his satisfaction, and calms his anxiety
with a shot of brandy. Mydland gulps glycerin to coat his vocal cords and
gets the usual reaction; the final backstage signal of an oncoming Dead
concert 1s the sound of retching. Straggling out more or less in line, the
musicians drift onto the stage.

Taylor leans over and murmurs into his headset, “House lights.”



Children of the

American Decades
(1940-1960)

ut on the edge of the Western world, the Golden Gate channel

cuts through the coastal range to link the Pacific Ocean and a

bay, creating a haven called San Francisco. In 1492, the greater

region was the fertile home to the most populous place in what
would become the United States. When it was colonized and named for
St. Francis of Assist in 1776, some 1neffable but authentic connection
linked the name source to the spirit of the land and kept 1t a place that
wasn't quite like the rest of the continent. The gold rush that began in
1848 filled it with marginalized seekers from the rest of the United States
and the world, and ever after, it was a sanctuary for the odd and eccentric.
As Robinson Jeffers put it, “For our country here at the west of things / Is
pregnant ot dreams.”

Near the end of World War I, it welcomed Manuel Garcia, an electri-
cian from La Corufla, Spain, who bought a home in the outer Mission
District and settled there with his wife and four children. In 1935 his sec-
ond son—baptized Jose, but commonly called Joe—a swing-band leader
and reedman, married for the second time, to Ruth Marie “Bobbie” Clif-
ford, a nurse. Their first child, Clifford (“Tift”), was born in 1937, and
their second and last child was born on August 1, 1942, at Children’s
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Hospital in the city. They named him Jerome John Garcia, after Jerome
Kern, Bobbie’s favorite composer. From all accounts, Joe and Bobbie were
both easygoing and benevolent, and it was a happy home. By now, Joe had
leased a building on the corner of 1st and Harrison Streets near the water-
tront, with a tavern, Joe Garcia’s, downstairs and rooms for rent above,
and they were financially comfortable. Their house on Amazon Street was
filled with music, as Joe kept up with his clarinet and Bobbie played the
piano. At the age of four or five, Jerry dug into a box in the attic of his
maternal grandparents’ country place and discovered a windup Victrola
phonograph, some steel needles, and the first recorded music he would be
able to recall, a handful of dusty, one-sided old records of folk songs like
“Sweet Betsy from Pike.” No one showed him how, but he played them
over and over, “a compulsion almost,” as he later put it.

It was a miserable irony that the Garcia family was irremediably shat-
tered while on vacation. In the summer of 1947, they were enjoying them-
selves near Arcata, in Northern California. Joe went fishing, and drowned.
Jerry later claimed to have witnessed his father’s death, though it seems
more likely that this was a memory formed from repeated tellings. A
bit paradoxically, he also recalled being unable to listen to stories about
his father until he was ten or eleven. In any event, their wounds were
grievous.

In the absence of his father, Jerry naturally depended on his mother
for support. But Bobbie had never been a particularly domestic woman.
Artistic and a student of opera, she was also a follower of Velikovsky, as-
trology, and palm reading. More pressingly, she had a living to earn, and
as she came to spend the bulk of her time down at Joe Garcia’s at 1st and
Harrison, the care of her children fell more and more to her parents, Tillie
and Bill Clifford, “Nan” and “Pop.” Jerry in particular felt deprived and
deserted, especially when he and Tiff moved in with Nan and Pop at 87
Harrington Street, in the Excelsior neighborhood of the outer Mission
District, while Bobbie lived in a cottage across the street. In later years he
would relate a specific traumatic memory of being left behind on the
street one day by his mother, of frantically searching for her until he was
finally found by his grandmother. He was bereft, and he would always
carry a feeling that he was not loved or cared for, that he was not worthy.
These scars would never fade.

Jerry’s relationship with his mother would sour further when Bobbie,
as Tiff put it, “started getting married a lot.” There was a briet marriage to
one Ben Brown in 1949, seemingly because Ben was a construction fore-
man whose labors Bobbie employed to improve her cottage. The extended
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Garcia family did not approve of the marriage, and any support they
might have given the boys fell away. Years later, as a teenager, Jerry even
made nasty remarks about his mother’s morals. Fair or not, the damage
was done. His self-esteem and capacity for trust in women had been per-
manently damaged.

A few months before his father’s death, Jerry suffered another loss.
He and Tiff were at Nan and Pop’s country house in the Santa Cruz
mountains south of San Francisco. Tiff was chopping wood, and Jerry was
being his little helper when his right hand got in the way of the descend-
ing ax. His enduring memory was of a buzzing sound he would come to
associate with shock, then jumping around not looking at his wound, then
a long drive to the doctor’s, the world vibrating in his ears. It was only
when the last bandage fell off in the bathtub one night that he discovered
to his surprise that he had lost the top two joints ot his middle finger.

Harrington Street was only a block long, connecting Mission Street
at one end and a major thoroughfare, Alemany Boulevard, at the other. In
the 1940s, the center of the block was not yet developed, and there was a
small open field, with a barn, trees, and an informal playground. Mission
Street was lined with stores, including a hobby and model train shop. It
was an Italian and Irish working-class neighborhood, with the Jewish
Home for the Aged just a block or two down Mission. Despite their Latin
last name and Tillie’s own Swedish heritage, the Garcia boys thought
of their ethnicity as deriving largely from Pop and saw themselves as
Mission (District) Irish, a standard San Francisco ethnic classification.
Around the corner on Alemany was Corpus Christi Church, which they
attended regularly. The Church’s theater of hell served as usual to tinge
Jerry’s later sexuality with guilt, but even more important, he realized
later, it gave him a sense of the mysterious spiritual world beyond the ma-
terial one.

Life with Nan and Pop had its rewards. For Tift, who at ten was sup-
posed to be the man of the family (at least as this applied to his mother
and brother), there was a good role model in Pop, a taciturn man who
liked his beer, the fights, and puttering with a wide array of hobbies. His
independent laundry delivery business brought him home early, in time to
keep an eye on the boys. Jerry, by contrast, thought of Pop as a “bump on
a log,” and instead turned to Nan, whom he resembled in charm and gre-
gariousness. Tillie Clifford was a fascinating and formidable woman. A
tounder and the secretary/treasurer ot the local Laundry Workers’ Union,
she was an expert politician who always dressed well and seemingly knew
everyone in San Francisco. She was not to be trifled with. In 1916, she
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had filed charges against her husband for assault. He was contrite, and the
judge had taken his side. “You will run for office again,” she warned the
court. “I shall see to it that you don't get some votes.” Her threat did not
seem to have any effect, but she remained unabashed. Jerry would recall
her as a beautiful woman with a spiritual quality, an authentic socialist
who was either “a fabulous liar or she just genuinely loved everybody.” She
was also a second-generation San Franciscan, independent of conven-
tional mores as she openly attended out-of-town union meetings with her
extramarital boytriend.

Periodically bedridden by asthma attacks as a young boy, Jerry passed
his time reading and watching television. Their nearly first-on-the-block
set—the people with the first one had a child with polio, so no one could
visit and watch it—confirmed him as a child of the fifties. He also loved
drawing, for which he showed an early talent. Perhaps it was true, as his
palm-reading mother had told him, that he had “the hands to be an
artist.” In the third grade he had the good fortune to have a young bo-
hemian teacher, Miss Simon, who encouraged him to be involved in every
possible art project. Soon he felt not only a blossoming identity as an
artist, but also a general sense of being different from most other people.
His favorite reading became the comics which Tiff swiped on Mission
Street, especially E.C. (“Entertaining Comics”) comic books, like the
classic Tales From the Crypt. Though the gory Old Testament tales of re-
tribution revolted parents across the nation, their German expressionistic
silent-movie graphic style introduced young Jerry unconsciously to funda-
mental lessons in art and form.

Whatever needs the horror genre satisfied for Jerry, and it would ap-
peal to him all his life, he soon found a new medium in which to explore
them. He went to the Granada Theater at Ocean and Mission to see Ab-
bott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, and both horror movies and film in
general permanently captured his attention. On his first visit, he was so
frightened that he couldn’t look at the screen, and instead found the pat-
tern of the fabric on the back of the seats engraved in his memory. Striv-
ing to master his fear with knowledge, he began to study the classic film
monsters—FErankenstein’s, Dracula, and the Wolt Man. When his reading
graduated to novels, his first selection was Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.
Horror also influenced his artwork, and his tavorite subject for years was
Boris Karloff in the Jack Pearce Frankenstein’s monster makeup. It was
his first taste of the weird, and he loved it. Always.
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In 1953 Bobbie remarried, the boys moved back in with her, and for Jerry,
life went straight to hell. Wally Matusiewicz was a stocky blond sailor, a
hardworking man who expected his stepsons to work alongside him on
home projects; but physical labor was never going to be Jerry’s idea of a
good time. His relationship with Wally went swiftly downhill, for a vari-
ety of deeply emotional reasons. In a confused, never-understood way,
Jerry had never entirely forgiven his mother for the death of his father, nor
for remarrying. Now hormones swept over him in the usual tidal wave,
crashing into the retaining wall of his Roman Catholicism and creating a
jumbled mess. As an adult he would concede that sex and women were
never his primary concern, “except for when it really runs you around
crazy, when you're around fourteen or so.” Add to puberty his alienation
from his mother and you had a recipe for torment. Twenty years later he
would read an underground comic book called Binky Brown Meets the
Holy Virgin Mary and grasp profoundly that it described exactly the hell
of his early teens, as captured in the rays of light, lust, guilt, that emanated
from Binky’s crotch, up toward the Virgin, down to hell, and out toward
the entire world. Coping with sexuality is tough; dealing with the guilt of
the Roman Catholic Church regarding sex is tougher; doing both when
confused by an absent father and a mother perceived as disloyal—this for
Jerry was impossible. He would love and be loved, but he would stay
painfully confused about himself and women for all his days.

That year Union Oil bought the property on which Joe Garcia’s was
located, and while Bobbie waited for the company to build her a new bar
on the opposite corner, she decided to move her family twenty-five miles
south of the city to Menlo Park. The Garcias were part of a social tidal
wave. In the aftermath of World War II, millions of veterans had used the
G.IL. Bill to move from working-class to middle-class lives, and from rent-
ing city apartments to owning suburban homes. Their prosperity was one
consequence of the permanent war economy that the Cold War de-
manded. Another result was suburban conformity. Jerry would first be-
come conscious of racism and anti-Semitism in Menlo Park, and he didn'’t
like them. His new friends were determinedly diverse, ranging from a
classmate and early sweetheart, Mary Brydges, to Will Oda, the son of a
Nisei gardener at Stanford, to his best friend, Laird Grant, a working-
class borderline hoodlum. One of the other ways that he countered the
suburban blahs was with music. As the predominant culture of the fifties
grew ever more bland, the discerning ear could find escape in the riches of
African American music.

In the Bay Area, that meant the rhythm and blues station KWBR, to
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which Tift introduced him. An obscure street-corner tune by the Crows
called “Gee” set him to listening to the cream of American popular music,
and Ray Charles, John Lee Hooker, Jimmy Reed, B.B. King, and Muddy
Waters kept him company all day and half the night long. Initially a solo
acoustic form from the Mississippi Delta, the blues evolved through
boogie-woogie piano and Kansas City big-band vocal shouting to Chi-
cago, where Muddy Waters found acoustic guitar inaudible in forties
clubs. His transition to electric guitar defined a new urban blues, which
evolved yet again into the R&B of the late forties and the fifties. Each
mode contained a high realism that knew life as a solitary confinement
sometimes comforted by sexuality or even love but inevitably succeeded
by a death sentence. In all of American popular music, only the blues
spoke truthfully of love and death. Enthralled, Jerry absorbed not only
chords and rhythms but a certain vision. It was not the psychopathology
of Norman Mailer’s “White Negro” that he acquired, but hipness, the au-
thentic wisdom eternally found at the edges and bottom of the social
pyramid.

In 1955, rock and roll—rhythm and blues with a backbeat—emerged
to enliven a torpid America. First came Bill Haley and the Comets’
“Rock Around the Clock,” a no. 1 hit a year after its release when it
served as the theme song of a classic film of youthful rebellion, B/ack-
board Jungle. The producers of the film displayed their understanding of
the music’s importance and violated film custom by mixing the song at
high volume. The audience grasped that decision perfectly. The resis-
tance to adult authority depicted in the film and in the contemporary ca-
reer of James Dean attracted Jerry, though not the song itself. Most of
the early rock tunes were the product of small regional labels, like Little
Richard Penniman’s bizarre, manic “Tutti Frutti” on Specialty. Inevitably,
the larger companies moved to co-opt the rock and roll fad, releasing Pat
Boone’s acceptably bland cover version of “Tutti Fruttt” among many
other covers to even greater commercial success. It was a critical moment
for Jerry, who swiftly came to understand that there was frequently
an authentic black version, and then “there’s the lame white version.”
Two unquestionably genuine tunes from Chicago’s small Chess Records
caught his ear. Bo Diddley’s self-named tune established the fundamen-
tal shave-and-a-haircut beat, and Chuck Berry’s “Maybellene” melded
country guitar riffs with the backbeat and melody of rhythm and blues
and defined rock’s fundamental structure and attitude. To Jerry it seemed
like a cowboy song, “only nastier,” and to a thirteen-year-old with surging
hormones, nasty was very, very good. For the first time in history, large
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masses of young white Americans were listening and dancing to black
musiclans.

Another aspect of black American life stirred at this time, the precise
connections to the music uncertain but impossible to dismiss. In Decem-
ber 1955, a young Birmingham, Alabama, minister named Martin Luther
King Jr. united his passionate nonviolent moral leadership with the orga-
nizational genius of the city’s local civil rights leader and the communica-
tions system of television to sustain an antisegregation bus boycott. It
would trigger the greatest American social movement since the organiza-
tion of labor. Not least of the civil rights movement’s effects would be to
give the future politics of American protest a spiritual rather than an
ideological base. And the spirit was in the songs.

Jerry had been a bright but fairly indifferent student to this point, ex-
celling in art and the occasional subject that took his interest, but an un-
derachieving “wise guy” the rest of the time. He seemed to his friend
Mary Brydges to be pretty much “in his own world,” doodling skulls and
crossbones and monsters, always funny and fun, sarcastic but not cruel,
somehow “more worldly, faster” than the rest of the kids, but also a little
lonelier. Then in the fall of 1955 he entered the Fast Learner Program 1n
the eighth grade at Menlo Oaks school. His new teacher, Dwight John-
son, an iconoclastic bohemian who was regularly in trouble with the
school administration, was the perfect inspiration for students like Jerry.
When Mr. Johnson roared up to school on his Vincent Black Shadow
motorcycle or MG TC, he instantly drew his students’ attention, and
when he threw open the class to discussion and introduced them to D. H.
Lawrence and George Orwell, Jerry delightedly followed him into the in-
tellectual world. Johnson noticed Jerry’s facility as an artist, and soon the
boy was absorbed in murals, the sets for school plays, and the school
newspaper. He did not exactly become a well-behaved Good Student,
however, and continued with one of his favorite games, mock switchblade
duels in the school corridor with his buddy Laird Grant. When he dug in
his heels over retaking certain tests toward the end of the year, he was re-
quired to repeat the eighth grade. Finally, in June 1957 he graduated from
Menlo Oaks and moved back to San Francisco, where he lived some of
the time with Nan and Pop and some of the time with his mother and
stepfather at their new apartment above the new bar at 1st and Harrison.

Bobbie’s fitteenth-birthday present to him that summer would turn
out to be quite special, although at first 1t was a giant disappointment.
Shed purchased a lovely Neapolitan accordion for him from one of the
satlors at the bar, but after plenty of adolescent moans and whines, she
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agreed to swap it for the Danelectro guitar hed spotted in a pawnshop
window at the corner of 3rd and Folsom, a few blocks from the bar. He'd
had years of piano lessons before the move to Menlo Park, but his person-
ality resisted formal teaching, and hed lost interest. Now music consumed
him. Whatever his other deficiencies were, Jerry’s stepfather happened to
have mandolins and other stringed instruments around the house, even
electrical instruments, amplifiers, and a rare (for that time) tape recorder.
Mr. Matusiewicz tuned the Danelectro to some odd open tuning, or per-
haps 1t merely became that in Jerry’s hands. Working only with his ear
and the Chuck Berry tunes on the bar jukebox, Garcia began the practice
that would turn out to be the focus of his life.

His cousin Danny saw him with the guitar and followed suit, going to
the same pawnshop for his own. Though Danny, Joe’s brother Manuel’s
son, had been part of Jerry and Tift’s life from their earliest days, music
proved an especially unifying common bond in their mid-teens. Jerry’s
father had not been the only musical Garcia. Their grandfather “Papuella”
(Joe’s father) had insisted that his sons and grandsons learn to play an in-
strument and sing, and though, as Danny recalled it, “it wasn’t an option,”
the boys liked music anyway. Jerry, Tiff, and Danny would spend a good
part of their teens singing on street corners, learning how to harmonize.
Now Danny, who knew some music theory, taught Jerry the conventional
tunings for rock, and he found them “a revelation . . . the key to heaven.”
He began to gobble up the styles of Eddie Cochran, Jimmy Reed, Buddy
Holly, Bo Diddley, and, as always, Chuck Berry.

The summer of 1957 was a memorable one. In addition to the guitar,
Jerry discovered cigarettes, a lifelong habit, and marijuana, two joints
shared with a friend that sent them laughing and skipping down the
street. Tiff had graduated from high school 1n 1956 and enlisted in the
Marine Corps, so Jerry was more on his own now, and his world began to
expand. He and Danny would take the 14 Mission bus downtown to see
movies, go shopping at the Emporium, sometimes with a “five-finger dis-
count” (shoplifting), or out to the Cliff House, a restaurant and sight-
seeing complex that overlooked the ocean, and the Playland amusement
park down the hill. Jerry spent the ninth grade at Denman Junior High
School 1n the outer Mission, and then in the fall of 1958 began tenth
grade across the street at Balboa High School. Balboa was frequently a
rough place, filled with Barts (“Black Bart” Italians with “greaser” hair-
cuts) and Shoes (Pat Boone white-shoe-wearing prep types). Later, Gar-
cia would tell more than a few tall tales about his career as a street fighter,
but his family and friends of the era didn’t recall 1t that way.



14 A LONG STRANGE TRIP

His more natural environment was at Joe Garcia’s, where he worked
“pearl diving” (washing) dishes and “decorating” (stocking) the joint with
beer. Music remained his passion, and he often worked with a transistor
radio earplug wedged firmly in his ear. Just as often hed take a break and
play along to the jukebox with his guitar. Although the old-fashioned
original Joe Garcia’s had been replaced by a modern fifties circular bar
with mirrored columns for glasses, slick Naugahyde booths, and chrome
fixtures, it remained a lively place, its clientele a mixture of longshoremen
and sailors from the Sailors Union of the Pacific on one corner, and Union
Oil executives from the other corner. It was a verbal ambience, one that
welcomed Joe Garcia’s son as an equal. He was gregarious by nature, but
this aspect of his personality was greatly encouraged by example. “I've al-
ways wanted to be able to turn on people,” he said later, “and also I've al-
ways taken it for granted that if I like something, that other people will
like it, too . . . the bar world established that kind of feeling; it engulfed
me like a little community.” He joined the conversational mix with plea-
sure, listening to tales of the 1934 general strike, Harry Bridges, and other
local legends. The founder of the Longshoremen’s Union, Bridges was an
Australian and former Communist Party member who was a hero in San
Francisco, but only there, and only in San Francisco were the latest rebels,
the members of the Beat Generation, a source of civic pride.

In fact, San Francisco had an institution that served as a direct chan-
nel into this alternative world, the California School of Fine Arts (later
the San Francisco Art Institute). It was the only school Garcia would ever
be proud of attending. On Saturdays the school had an extension pro-
gram, Pre-College Art, taught by its regular faculty. Garcia’s teacher was
the well-known funk (assemblage) artist Wally Hedrick, who would serve
Jerry as a model not only as a painter but as an expositor of a way of life.
He taught the boy, remembered Garcia, that “art is not only something
you do, but something you are as well.” A working-class military veteran
who'd once, on the strength of his beard, gotten a job sitting in the tront
window of the Beat North Beach bar Vesuvio’s, Hedrick had found his
first conventional job as a teacher at the School of Fine Arts. It was he
who had asked poet Michael McClure to organize the 1955 Six Gallery
reading that introduced Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” to the world. Struck by
Garcia’s native intelligence and sense of hipness, Hedrick told Jerry that
he and his friends were the real Beat Generation, and sent them down the
hill to North Beach and its cottfechouses to, as Garcia said later, “pick up
my basic beatnik chops,” listening to Lawrence Ferlinghetti read at the
Coexistence Bagel Shop, along with other poets at other clubs.
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And on the way, Hedrick sent Garcia over to City Lights Bookstore
to pick up Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, a book that changed his life for-
ever. Kerouac’s hymn to the world as an explorational odyssey, an adven-
ture outside conventional boundaries, would serve as a blueprint for the
rest of Garcia’s life. And it plugged him consciously into a continuous line
of alternative American culture going back to Thoreau and Walt Whit-
man and up through the current eminence of Bay Area bohemia, Kenneth
Rexroth, the master of ceremonies of that seminal Six Gallery reading. As
McClure, one of the other Six readers, put it, Rexroth promoted “serious
Buddhism, Eskimo poetry, radical social movements, physics, and even
esoteric Christianity. He was a mountain climber, a hiker, and he knew
how to fix his own car.” It was a very different vision of life and culture
than one might find in the heavily intellectualized New York City of the
same period.

As one of Garcia’s classmates in Pre-College Art, Ann Besig, would
later recognize, he was more mature and “comfortable” in the bohemian
environment than most of the other students. Hedrick described Garcia’s
work as “figurative but with freewheeling brushwork . . . strongly painted,
heavily textured . . . not talented, but [he had] understanding.” To Laird
Grant, Jerry’s best painting was of a man sitting destitute in the gutter, a
jug in his hand. Aside from introducing the exalted mysteries of art, the
school was a direct connection to fun, like the costume party they at-
tended, Jerry as a vampire and Laird as a monster. They arrived in time to
see a young woman, nude under a fur coat, step out of a limo to enter the
gathering. The raisin in her navel identified her as a cookie.

Despite the stimulation of art school, Garcia continued to get into
trouble. Many of his friends from before Menlo Park were now hood-
lums, and though he probably wasn't all that involved in violence or crime,
he was certainly diverging from the straight and narrow. More often than
not, his journey to Balboa High School concluded instead downtown at
the movie theaters on Market Street, where he stoked his lifelong fascina-
tion with film. Formal education became increasingly irrelevant, and his
rare appearances at Balboa were chiefly punctuated by getting caught—
for smoking in the boys’ room, minor fights, or cutting classes, all the
usual dreary detritus of high school life. In the summer of 1959, Bobbie
Garcia made a last-ditch effort to restore her son to conventional behavior
and moved the family to Cazadero, a tiny town in the redwoods eighty
miles north of San Francisco. It was futile, of course. Garcia’s problems
were centered on his boredom with regimented life, and adding a lengthy
commute to his day at Sebastopol’s Analy High School did not help.
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However, Analy did have a band called the Chords, and Jerry soon
joined it. Their business card read “featuring the Golden Saxes,” and their
material was largely 1940s big-band tunes, including “Misty” and songs
by Billy Vaughn. It was, Garcia would say, “kind of easy-listening stuff.
Businessman’s bounce, high school version.” They played at youth can-
teens, high school dances, and once at a Sea Scouts graduation ceremony.
With only limited experience at playing with others, Garcia was an ex-
tremely primitive musician, so crude that his bandleader had. to shift the
capo on his guitar so that he could transpose keys. Jerry’s attitude didn’t
always help, either. He played a great deal with his cousin Danny at this
time, and Danny was a sober, steadying influence who wanted to rehearse
regularly and learn chords and structure. But Jerry’s invariable response
was “Let’s just play, man.” Years later Garcia would, inevitably, regret his
lack of formal knowledge and discipline. But even in 1959 he showed an
ability to play convincing rock and roll on the Chords’ occasional contem-
porary tunes. The band even won a contest and got to record a song, Bill
Doggett’s “Raunchy.”

Garcia’s facility with rock was ironic, because the form was at a low
ebb, with each of its creators distracted by circumstances: Elvis Presley
was in the army, Chuck Berry was on his way to jail for a Mann Act viola-
tion, and Little Richard had entered the ministry. The predominant insti-
tution 1n pop music at the time was Don Kirshner and Al Nevins’s Aldon
Music, which focused on the songwriting of Barry Mann and Cynthia
Weill, Gerry Goffin and Carole King. Highly professional New York City
production-oriented pop had replaced the original performer-created
rock.

Early in 1960, Jerry got into his final bit of trouble, as he would recall
it, by stealing his mother’s car. In the tradition of the era, his options were
simple—jail or the army. Though Tiff begged Jerry to delay his enlistment
until he could get home from the marines and talk his younger brother
out of it, Jerry was in no mood to wait; he decided to join the army and
see the world. He got about 150 miles away from San Francisco, to Fort
Ord, near Monterey, where he endured basic training. Somehow, it was
not terribly surprising that his squad leader turned out to be a jail veteran
who happened to be able to fingerpick acoustic guitar. Jerry had first
heard acoustic music from Jimmy Reed on the radio, and then again
when Wally Hedrick played Big Bill Broonzy during class, and now he
started to listen to Joan Baezs incredibly beautiful voice, which sent
him into old-time southern white music. It was a move in line with hip
taste.
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Folk music had entered the American mainstream a year before in
San Francisco, at a club called the Purple Onion, with a group of good-
looking college boys in striped shirts called the Kingston Trio. With five
no. 1 albums and hits like “Tom Dooley” and “Scotch and Soda,” they
knocked off traditional tunes with smooth harmonies and good humor,
and started a rage. Rock had been professionalized and made boring,
whereas folk was direct and authentic, seemingly the genuine product of a
community rather than a manufactured commodity. It was part of a con-
tinuum that included the New Deal, Woody Guthrie, and the ongoing
cwvil rights movement, and it swept the country.

It was easy for Garcia to observe the San Francisco folk scene, since it
had moved to North Beach’s hungry i, the hippest club in America, and
after basic training at Fort Ord he'd landed in the choicest duty in the en-
tire United States Army, the Presidio of San Francisco. He might just as
well have been back hustling on Mission Street, because the army was just
a party. In between working at menial tasks, he would sit up all night with
the armorer filing the serial numbers oft .45 automatics in order to sell
them. Surrounded by old army characters now safely ensconced in the
heavenly confines of the Presidio, he correctly saw his military career as a
joke best expressed by the old saw “the incompetent leading the unwilling
to do the unnecessary in an unbelievable amount of time.” His inglorious
military career revealed an utter lack of talent for either mindless obedi-
ence or artful dodging, and it was bound not to last. His friend the squad
leader had taken up with the sister of one of Garcia’s former girlfriends,
and late in 1960 he was holed up in a Palo Alto hotel threatening suicide
as well as trying to sell Garcia a Fender Jazzmaster guitar he'd stolen
somewhere. Garcia spent more time sitting up with his friend than mak-
ing it back to the Presidio in time for roll call, and he began to collect
multiple counts of AWOL (absent without official leave).

As his life slid further and further out of control, music became the
only stabilizing force available to him. The one thing that he could hold
on to was the guitar, which he played constantly. But his music was hand-
icapped, and not by the missing portion of the middle finger on his right
hand; almost from the first, he'd chosen to use a pick (although he did ac-
knowledge later that with a full hand he'd have played piano or classical
guitar). No, his limit as a musician at that time was his lack of a partner.
Very early on, he intuitively realized that he needed someone else to play
with, a companion, a musical cohort. Over the years he would have many
collaborators, but in terms of playing music, as apart from composing it,
there would be one supreme pal, and he hadn’t met him just yet.
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Phil Lesh found his future one Sunday in 1944 at the age of four, when
his grandmother discovered him intently listening from the next room to
the New York Philharmonic’s broadcast. Having already taught him to
read, she was happy to expose her grandson to more. The next week she
inquired, “Philip, would you like to come and listen to the nice music on
the radio?” Bruno Walter conducted Brahms’s First Symphony, and from
then on, Lesh’s life had focus. His father, Frank, was an office equipment
repairman, and their lives were generally comfortably middle-class, except
for a rather rarefied taste in music. From the third grade on, Phil took vi-
olin lessons, and when his braces were removed at fourteen, he took up
the trumpet. Except for a fascination with racing cars, music occupied
most of his life. He was not athletic, and his intelligence had set him apart
from his peers. In the second grade, word had gotten out at a PTA meet-
ing that Phil Lesh had the highest I.Q. in school, and more than a few of
his classmates were asked why they couldn’t be as smart as he was. He
would never hear the end of it, and it made for an extremely difficult ado-
lescence. The incident turned him inward, and the combination of bril-
liance and isolation made him focus powerfully on his own values, in the
tradition of an elite artist.

His parents, Frank and Barbara, supported the musical ambitions of
their only child, and in the middle of his junior year in high school the
family moved so that he could transfer from El Cerrito High School to
Berkeley High School, where the music program was infinitely better. He
seized the opportunity, joining the band, the orchestra, the dance band,
and the Pro Musica. He also acquired an affectionate surrogate musical
father in Bob Hanson, the conductor of the distinguished Golden Gate
Park Bandshell unit. Eventually, Lesh would play second trumpet for
Hanson in the Oakland Symphony and earn the first chair in Hanson’s
Young People’s Symphony Orchestra. Hanson would remember a thin,
restless boy with a marvelous ear who lacked wind, but not persistence. By
graduation in June 1957, Lesh’s ability to transpose keys on sight would
earn him the first chair at a high-quality college-sponsored music camp
and send him that fall to San Francisco State University. Less developed
as a personality than as a musician, he soon dropped out of State and re-
turned home.

As demanding and critical of the world as he was of himself, Phil was
troubled by what he perceived as the raw deal that life had given his
father, who had worked brutally hard and had little to show for it. At
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this juncture Lesh was certain that whatever he did with his future, he
didn’t want to be stuck in his father’s trap. Commitment to anything
conventional was to be avoided, and he fully identified with the artistic
tradition.

A year later, in September 1958, he resumed his studies, this time at
the College of San Mateo (CSM), on the peninsula twenty miles south of
San Francisco. An eccentric, intellectual loner, Lesh found his first good
friend in a local young man named Mike Lamb, the son of a Stanford ad-
ministration staft member who had become acquainted with the local
cognoscenti. Lamb groomed him a bit socially, and then a succession of
intellectual encounters further opened Lesh’s life. First, Morse Peckham’s
Beyond the Tragic Vision defined the philosophical underpinnings to his
inner certainty that only the arts could be free of the fraud that was soci-
ety: “Absorbed in the work of art, we can for a moment experience life as
pure value ... Aesthetic contemplation is our only innocence.” Then
Peckham made these words visible by introducing him to the pre-impres-
sionist English painter J. M. W. Turner, whose hellish, prophetic Rain
Steam and Speed depicted light as a shining thing in itself, the music of the
spheres put down on canvas. When Lesh’s student job turned out to be
evaluating new records at the library, his intellectual menu was complete.
He discovered the experimental Music Quarterly, and learned that music
could be created, stored on tape, and fully controlled by the author.
Beethoven and Charles Ives were his heroes. He wanted to be a Kom-
poser.

Meantime, he was caught up in the highly competitive world of the
CSM music department. The school’s contest-winning jazz band, a pow-
erhouse group that played the cool West Coast jazz exemplified by Stan
Kenton’s arranger, Bill Holman, featured five trumpets, saxophones, and
trombones each, plus four rhythm instruments. In his pursuit of the first
trumpet chair, Lesh generally found himself behind William “Buddy”
Powers, who would take eight years to graduate from CSM due to his
habit of dropping out to work with groups like the Woody Herman and
Benny Goodman bands. Still thin and lacking the blasting lung power the
genre demanded, Lesh increasingly experimented with composition. For-
tunately, the band’s rehearsals were wildly open. He would create ten-bar
exercises for bizarre orchestrations like the “mother chord,” a dissonant
blast that included all twelve chromatic tones, or his first chart, in which
the bass player had to tune down his instrument for the first line and then
retune it for the remainder, while the brass players began in the highest
register, and each section of the band was in a different key. He would
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recall the piece as resembling “blocks of granite sliding together . . . pretty
weird for a junior college.”

His best exercise title, at least, came from James Joyce's Finnegans
Wake: “The Sound of a Man Being Habitacularly Fondseed” (i.e., being
tapped upon the third eye). Lesh had gone down the coast to Partington
Ridge in Big Sur to look for Henry Miller, but the master proved not at
home. In a ritualistic way, Phil decided to pay homage to the act Miller
described in Big Sur and the Origins of Hieronymus Bosch, and pissed off
the ridge. Standing in Miller’s metaphorical shoes, he experienced an
epiphany, one that he was able to replicate aurally in a four-bar exercise
for the largest orchestra he'd ever get to write for. After writing out the
parts on tiny exercise pages, he brought it to the band, which, after
protesting, “Fuck you, Lesh, we need a magnifying glass on this stuff)”
fought through it, produced an obscene chord, and received his thanks.
Hed been able to hear what he'd written, and that was a singularly fulfill-
1Ing experience.

His jazz composing career peaked in May 1959, when the annual
CSM jazz band “Expressions in Jazz” concert at San Mateo High School
featured his lead on the Bill Holman chart of “I Remember April” and
“Jeff’s Jam,” and the band’s performance of his own tune “Wail Frail.”
Shortly before this time he'd encountered a diminutive ex-convict blues
poet named Bobby Petersen, who turned him toward poetry and Allen
Ginsberg—style illuminated (spiritual) politics, essentially inducting him
into the Beat Generation. Petersen was an experienced hipster who wrote
poems about Billie Holiday and the “high sad song of spade queens / in
pershing square / hipsters of melrose fade / into wallpaper.” They became
roommates, and their first sharing came when Bobby stole a volume of
Henry Miller from City Lights Bookstore, and they went home and read
it aloud to each other. Petersen introduced Phil to pot, and to the broad
sweep of avant-garde and Beat literature. Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” so
consumed Lesh that he began to set it to music. They also studied James
Joyce, which gave Phil the title for his last tune at CSM.

In spring 1960, Lesh at least mentally completed his stay at CSM
when the band performed his tune “Finnegan’s Awake.” He had moved
up to the first chair by then, but would later admit with his typically bru-
tal self-honesty that he never played as well as Powers, and consequently
quit playing the trumpet after his graduation in June. He celebrated his
graduation in the tradition of another of those City Lights authors, taking
a Kerouacian journey to Calgary in search of work in the oil fields.

Though he made it only as far as Spokane before riding the rails back to






Roots
(1961-2/62)

1scharged from the army in January 1961, Garcia moved down

to East Palo Alto, the African American side of Palo Alto,

where his friend since junior high school, Laird Grant, was

staying. Jerry had acquired a 1950 Cadillac with one of his last
army paychecks, and the heap made it to Laird’s place just before it died,
there being no money left for gas. In between couches and garages and
other donated beds, the car became Garcia’s apartment. Getting by in
Palo Alto was easy. The weather was warmer than in foggy San Francisco,
and people were kind to a charming minstrel, especially the (female) resi-
dents of Stanford’s Roble Hall, who could frequently be counted upon to
smuggle minstrels into the dining commons. His first new friend was
Dave McQueen, a black man who was a neighbor and friend of Laird
Grant’s, and for a little while they hustled odd jobs together, becoming
what Garcia later thought of as “the Laurel and Hardy of East Palo Alto.”
“Here, take the heavy end.” “No, goddamm 1it! You take it.” “No, no, no,
no, oh! Lookout for that—” Then McQueen heard Garcia play some
blues. McQueen said, “I never heard a white man with . . . soul like you
got, man. Come on, I'm going to take you around.” Very quickly, Garcia
was a comfortable citizen of East Palo Alto, and with its allied party
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circles, including a bunch of guys who lived on the other side of Palo Alto
near the Stanford University campus at a rooming house called the
Chateau.

The Chateau sheltered a bizarre collection of young black and white
bohemian proto-artists, musicians, and weirdos, and parties there more
closely resembled a Fellini film than a campus sock hop. A visit in 1961
typically included being greeted by the nonresident Joe Novakovich, a lu-
natic vagabond known to wear a hangman’s noose for a necktie, who hap-
pened to be missing half his fingers and consequently insisted on shaking
hands with everyone. Or one might meet John “Page” Browning, who had
just left the U.S. Marine Corps equipped with a bullwhip and a double set
of fast-draw handguns, or John “the Cool” Winter, whose favorite occu-
pation, when not playing Lord and Master of Chance at the kitchen
poker games, was to sit in his black cloth-lined room reading flagellant
novels while sipping white port and cherry Kool-Aid. John F. Kennedy
had been in office for a month and the rising energy of the new decade
could already be felt, but these lads were ahead of their time in many
ways, bentness perhaps foremost. The gathering of February 20, 1961,
had a particular edge to it, caused oddly enough by a visitor, an actor
named Gary who had wandered about the party relating intimations of
imminent disaster to all who cared to listen. He'd finally narrowed down
his premonitions to four guys who ignored him and climbed into a Stude-
baker Golden Hawk to scare up some pot or go home, whichever.

In the backseat was Paul Speegle, who three years before at the age of
fifteen had quit high school to paint and liked to observe, as he extin-
guished a candle, “That’s the way I'm going to go.” Flamboyant wearing a
cape and carrying a silver-tipped walking stick, he was a prominent figure
in the Palo Alto art scene, working on sets at the Commedia Dell'arte
Theater as well as making jewelry and painting. Next to him sat Alan
Trist, a tweedy Anglo-American student spending a year’s pre-Cambridge
holiday with his father, then on sabbatical as a fellow at Stanford’s Center
for Advanced Studies in the Behavioral Sciences. Just betore leaving the
Chateau, Speegle and Trist had been acting out what Trist later called
“death charades,” Paul in his dramatic black cloak fencing with Alan, who
was using a fireplace poker for a sword. Their driver was the Chateau
house manager, Lee Adams, a smooth-talking black man whose taste for
expensive suits and Alfa Romeos had earned him the nickname “Reginald
Van Gleason,” after a suave television character played by Jackie Gleason.
Jerry Garcia rode shotgun next to him.

Lee had a heavy foot on the accelerator and Speegle encouraged it as
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they drove down toward campus from their start on the first ridge of the
coastal range between Palo Alto and the Pacific Ocean. The grade was
gentle and the evening pleasant, but as they passed the Menlo Park Veter-
ans Hospital, there was one wicked curve. The Hawk was cruising at
around 90 mph when it slammed into the curve and clipped the chatter
bars, fishtailed, and took off like a fast but clumsy bird. Whirling end over
end, it ejected three of its passengers before landing in the field next to the
hospital. Speegle remained in the car and died, the smash reputedly
breaking every bone in his body but those of his hands.

Lee’s abdomen was laid open and Trist suffered a compression frac-
ture of the back that would cost him some height. Garcia limped away
with a broken collarbone and bruises after being blown through the wind-
shield by a crash so violent and furious he would never be able to recall it.
All he knew was that he had been seated in a car and next found himself
squatting barefoot in a field. A hundred teet away he could see the car, a
lump of twisted metal which closely resembled a flattened beer can, sod
and dirt drilled into its roof. His shoes were underneath the front seat. No
one seemed to be responding to the accident, so he eventually walked over
to the hospital and reported it. A little later Gary (no one could ever recall
his last name), the psychic party guest, left the Chateau and on his way
home had to pull over for an ambulance. He knew immediately whom it
was for.

Since Garcia had no veteran’s benefits, he spent a long and painful
night without medication reading ancient copies of Life. Eventually, an
ambulance took him to a local clinic, where X rays ascertained nothing
was too horribly smashed. Executing a swift exit before someone tried to
make him pay, he laid up on a triend’s couch for a few days and healed.

Not the least of the reasons Garcia had been attracted to Speegle was
that, ot his new Palo Alto crowd, Paul had developed his art the most
deeply. The excitement of a new comrade and brother was replaced by
grief, a slingshot that whirled Garcia into a new seriousness and gave his
life a profound sense of urgency and purpose. The delayed gratification of
painting lost its meaning, and he gravitated to the real-time immediacy
and dynamic interplay possible in making music. This second of the
deaths in his life had an enormous impact. Instead of crippling him, as
had his father’s death, Speegle’s death gave him focus. His life after the
accident would be a lucky bonus to be cherished. Even though there were
no obvious immediate changes in his behavior, the accident marked a fun-
damental turning point in his life. Garcia would remain an amusing, gre-

(SENS)
garious bum, living a life as far from the nine-to-five pattern as possible.
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He would still be undisciplined, but now he would become obsessive. The
guitar would become an extension of his hands, ears, and mind, and for
years few would remember him without an instrument in his hands. Im-
plicitly, Paul Speegle would be memorialized with every song.

It was a normal afternoon in the spring of 1961 at St. Michael’s Alley, a
coffeehouse on University Avenue in Palo Alto. Vern Gates, the owner,
was tired of Jerry Garcia, Alan Trist, and their new friend Robert Hunter,
their long conversations and infrequent purchases. Named after the loca-
tion of the first London coffeehouse, the Alley was media bohemia for the
early sixties, offering chess, a lovely and aloof young woman singing eso-
teric folk songs, and instant coffee sold from an elaborate brass pot. The
three friends were working on a play.

As Hunter depicted it in a contemporary but never-published roman
a clef, “The dialogue’s beginning to drag a little,” Trist said, “so we've de-
cided to write in the eruption of Mount Vesuvius for act twelve.” Then he
described how amid decadence and enough action for ten normal plays, a
small black beetle at center stage would contemplate the eternal truths
until, about to utter them, it would be squished by an elephant.

“We expect to run through several beetles in rehearsals,” Garcia
admitted.

“The essential strategy will be to charge no admission but lock the
doors and charge a fee to get out,” concluded Alan.

“You all sit here and don’t buy anything,” griped Gates. “That alone
costs me more than you're all worth . . . but you not only scare away po-
tential customers, you drive away any that have been paying.”

“But look at it this way,” Jerry answered. “It’s your business, but it’s our
home.”

Alan added, “Besides, sir, the colossal scheme of things seems to dic-
tate that we sit here, which, in due course, we do. You stand in danger of
jeopardizing the whole structure of destiny by your rash proclamations.”

It was just sixteen years after World War 11, and leaders from that era
like Charles de Gaulle and Chiang Kai-shek remained in power. There
was a young new U.S. president, elected among other reasons because he
had made a phone call to the wife of that imprisoned Birmingham minis-
ter, Martin Luther King Jr. In his inaugural speech that January, John F.
Kennedy had spoken of letting the oppressed go free, of assuring the “sur-
vival and success of liberty,” of exploring the stars, these deeds to be
accomplished by a “new generation of Americans.” A world that had
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seemed so glacially predictable in the 1950s was rapidly shifting. Sexual
mores would be challenged by the just-introduced birth control pill.
Technology would begin to evolve at an exponential pace, beyond the
wildest dreams of the average citizen, in ways even the science-fiction vi-
sionaries could not imagine. All bets were off, and these young men intu-
itively knew it.

Early in March Garcia had volunteered as a lighting technician for a
production of Damn Yankees at Palo Alto’s Commedia Dell’arte Theater,
and was introduced to a young man named Robert Hunter. A couple of
days later, Hunter walked into St. Michael’s Alley and came upon Garcia
and his friend Alan Trist. The three of them began a conversation that
would last their lifetimes. Though it was neither obvious nor immediate,
Garcia and Hunter were perfect collaborators, two halves of a creative
process.

Born Robert Burns on June 23,1941, near San Luis Obispo, Califor-
nia, Hunter had grown up a child of the West and of World War I1. His
father, said Robert, was a “potentially good man ruined by World War 11,
the navy, his subsequent alcoholism and inability to keep a family or a
job.” Robert and his mother followed him to various navy assignments up
and down the West Coast before he deserted them when Robert was
seven. His parents divorced when Robert was nine. For two or three years
he lived in a string of foster homes, and the period scarred him deeply.
Add to that the dozen different schools of a rootless life, and the result
was a boy—and man—who had major problems getting along with peo-
ple. In his own words, “I had probably more than the usual load of sensi-
tive bullshit as a young man.” He found solace in the Roman Catholic
Church as a substitute for the family he lacked, but it did not last. On a
different social plane, he tried the Boy Scouts, but was kicked out for call-
ing the scoutmaster a son of a bitch.

Books and music would be his salvation. At eight he read Steinbeck’s
The Red Pony, then Howard Pyle’s Robin Hood, Robert Louis Stevenson,
all the usual children’s adventure material, and later science fiction. He
also went through a period of reading up on Wyatt Earp, marinating him-
selt in the imagery of the West. It was an authentic impulse, since one of
his grandfathers was a cowboy who occasionally lassoed him as Robert
ran about the yard. What marked Robert as unusual was the novel that he
began to write at eleven, a fifty-page handwritten fairy tale. He saw him-
selt as a novelist. Even as an adult, though he would concede that his gifts
as a writer were more suited to lyrics than to prose, he would maintain
that “I have a novelist’s mentality.” He began playing music at age nine,
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when his grandmother gave him a Hawaiian steel guitar. In his teens he
picked up cello, violin, and trumpet.

Robert’s life improved considerably when his mother remarried when
he was eleven. His stepfather, Norman Hunter, whose surname he
adopted, was a national sales manager for the McGraw-Hill publishing
firm, a stern and severe Scottish disciplinarian who would mark Robert’s
life heavily with one incident. Mr. Hunter looked at a piece of Robert’s
writing and saw the phrase “merciless north.” “He absolutely turned livid.
He took my report and threw it across the room and said, ‘I don’t ever
want to see you attributing human attributes to nature again.”” Hunter
laughed. “He busted me on the pathetic fallacy, which is the absolute sine
qua non of the poor writer.” The short-term result of his improved writing
was an F on a book report because the teacher said it was far too good for
a seventh grader. Mr. Hunter had edited William Saroyan and could recall
seeing T. S. Eliot in the office, and he brought to Robert’s life not only
stability but a stimulating intellectual atmosphere. When McGraw-Hill
considered putting out Animal Farm in a children’s series, Robert was
asked to read it to see if he could comprehend it. With a little help—he
was told that Snowball the Pig represented Trotsky—he did fine. Though
Mr. Hunter was conservative in his private life, the political atmosphere at
home was liberal.

They settled first in San Francisco and then in Palo Alto, where
Robert attended Wilbur Junior High and then Cubberly High School for
the tenth and eleventh grades. Slowly, he began to fit in, joining the band
and orchestra, and the Free Thinkers Club. It was “the first I'd heard of
atheism,” and it gave him a fascinating new idea to play with. Even better
for a young man wanting to be accepted, he discovered that he was a good
wrestler and got some peer “credit for being an okay guy at that point,
maybe the first time that ever happened to me.” Then his world turned
upside down again, as he and his family moved to Stamford, Connecticut,
and he went from Palo Alto’s superb and liberal school system to “conser-
vative Connecticut, where you learned everything by rote and wore suits
and ties to school.” An outsider once more, he passed a dismally unhappy
senior year, ameliorated only by being able to play trumpet in his first
band, the Crescents. It was a rather old-fashioned combination of Dix-
ieland and rock and roll, and Hunter’s trumpet models were Harry James,
Ray Anthony, and Louis Armstrong—he'd yet to hear of Miles Davis.

Graduating in June 1958, he went off to the University of Connecti-
cut, where he joined the Folk Music Club and became a Pete Seeger fan.
College did not engage him, and in his second semester he drifted away.
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He worked for a while and then decided to return to Palo Alto, largely be-
cause of an old flame from high school days. He considered taking the
bus, then flew, dreaming of plane crashes all the way to the West Coast.
Back in his old hometown, he found and soon left his no-longer-true
love, and fell in with a fairly dubious lot of old friends. He felt himself
sinking into potentially serious trouble, and escaped by enlisting in the
National Guard, where he spent six months training at Fort Ord and then
Fort Sill, first in the artillery and then as a Teletype operator. In March
1961, about ten days after Paul Speegle’s death, he completed his nitial
six-month tour of duty and returned to Palo Alto.

In the course of their first conversation at St. Michael’s Alley, Garcia
and Trist learned that Hunter had a functioning car, and the next morning
they were bangbangbang on his hotel room door. The 40 Chrysler took
them to Berkeley, where they searched for the animated film Animal
Farm. They never did find the movie, but it mattered not at all. Not long
after, the Chrysler came to rest next to Garcia’s Cadillac, and for a time
that spring, they shared the same vacant lot in East Palo Alto. Hunter had
liberated several enormous tins of crushed pineapple from the National
Guard, while Garcia’s car was stuffed—in the glove compartment, under
the seats, everywhere—with plastic forks and spoons. As though from an
O. Henry story, but for real, spoon met pineapple and helped the two
young men bond. Along with Alan Trist, they became inseparable.

“Like any proper Englishman,” Trist later observed, “I was a bit of a
renegade.” A bohemian literary intellectual who was up on Rimbaud and
Dylan Thomas and had not only read the Beat bible, Don Allen’s New
American Poetry, but had visited the legendary Beat Hotel in Paris, Trist
was enthusiastic, stylish, and catalytic. Hunter would recall the thrill of
absorbing “Howl” for the first time at Alan’s, thinking “someone was go-
ing to bust in and arrest me for reading it.” Enjoying a year off between
prep school and Cambridge, Alan had time and a twenty-five-dollar
weekly allowance that left him free to pursue whatever he chose, and that
meant a daily circuit of Kepler's Bookstore in the daytime, St. Mike’s in
the evening, and a coffee shop called Stickney’s for the late hours.

Kepler’s was a wonderful place. Probably the second paperback book-
store In America, it was a faithful reproduction of City Lights, and was
founded in the mid-1950s by Roy Kepler, a onetime Fulbright scholar
who had been a founder of the left-wing radio station KPFA and national
secretary of the War Resister’s League. With his close friend and fellow
pacifist Ira Sandperl, Roy ran a store that featured unlimited browsing,
coffee, and hang-out rights, even for the bedraggled young beatniks like
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Garcia, who became, he said, “a fixture . . . a bum, virtually.” Instead of
ejecting this bum, Roy felt he “could protect him.” Kepler was more polit-
ical than most Beats, but the store welcomed the poets Ferlinghetti,
Rexroth, and William Everson for readings. It was a lovely, nurturing in-
stitution, closely linked to Ira’s other occupation, which was running the
Palo Alto Peace Center, home to one of the strangest and most interesting
persons in the whole scene, Willy Legate. Garcia and company paid al-
most no attention to the politics of the Peace Center. Rather, it was, as
Hunter said, “Willy’s gift to us.” “We were like the back door of the Peace
Center,” said Garcia. “The front door was Joan Baez, Willy, and Ira.”
Later, Garcia would reflect that “we all learned how to think a certain
kind of way from Willy . . . things that come out of sequence—nonlinear,
Zen, synchronistic thinking. How to think funny, the cosmic laugh.”

Willy Legate was tall and stooped, with an enormous head, a bulging
forehead, and thick glasses. Raised in Arkansas, hed begun reading up on
psychic research, the Rosicrucians, the theosophist Annie Besant, and
yoga in high school, and while in college in 1959 he learned how to elicit
vials of LSD from the manufacturer, Sandoz Pharmaceutical. He never,
Hunter wrote around that time,

said a great deal, or, if he did, it was mainly incomprehensible. He
smoked many cigarettes and attempted to write books which were, if
anything, as incomprehensible as Willy . . . When asked a question of
greater or lesser import, he was prone to answer “Won't tell ya,” but he
could, on occasion, wax eloquent . . .

“For Christ’s sake, must you always be so damned dithcult?”
[Hunter] asked, becoming irritated.

“Difficult .. .” [Willy] muttered ... “D-i-f-f-i-c-u-lI-t. D as in
diphthong, I as in ichthyology, F as in flagellation and again as in for-
nication, I as in infantile paralysis, C as in communist, U as in Ukrain-
ian Soviet Socialist Republic, L as in lacerations of the head and
kidneys, T as in Chinese Religion.”

“Chinese Religion?”

“Taoism, obviously.”

“Oh; and what is this all supposed to be indicative of, other than
an obvious crying need for psychiatric assistancer”

“You'll find it in Zechariah 2.6: ‘Ho ho, saith the Lord.””

... if Willy had a bed, everyone had a bed; it Willy had cigarettes,
everyone had cigarettes . . . maybe even more of them than Willy
took. Willy was the kind of person who somehow made you wonder
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just who you were and where you were going, and if maybe he didn’t
have the right idea after all.

It was a sweet time. Garcia and his circle were too poor to have much of
anything, so they cherished what they found. The occasional taste of pot
was memorable, leading to fabulous conversations and movable parties.
They'd gather up a gang, perhaps a couple of the Chateau’s wastrels or
some of the people from Norman “Pogo” Fontaine’s house in East Palo
Alto. Pogo was an artist and a conga player, a bit older than they, and a
fine party-giver. They'd load a pickup truck with people and go off to the
beach at Half Moon Bay on the other side of the coastal range, or to San
Francisco, to the Beat scene in North Beach, or to see the Vatican organist
play Bach on the Grace Cathedral organ, or to feed Garcia’s cinephilia
with strange art-house movies, especially Jan Potocki’s Saragossa Manu-
script. Both Jerry and Robert read the book it was based on before going
up to the Cento Cedar cinema to see the film, in which story after story
unfolded in a perfectly mythic world. There were potent forerunners of
their lives in the film; characters drink magic potions from a skull, as door
after door opens to an ever more surreal world.

Their cultural tastes fed a continuous stream of conversation, for all of
them had something to say and an exquisite joy in listening. Many years
later a friend of Garcia’s would call him quite possibly the world’s greatest
conversationalist, and he surely took immense delight in the art, recogniz-
ing, as the friend put it, that “thought is the most ductile source of plea-
sure, because you can construct all pleasures from it.” Hunter and Trist
would sit with their notebooks open, each capturing the moment in some
prose or poetic fashion, while Garcia sat with a guitar, always a guitar.

There were lots of young women in their scene, including Alan’s
friend Karen “K.K.” Kaplan, an ardent Zionist, and Hunter’s love, Christie
Bourne, a flamenco dancer with an exotic Brigitte Bardot aura. But soon
there would be a woman who, though quite young, would be a peer. Bar-
bara “Brigid” Meier was an extraordinarily beautiful fifteen-year-old high
school student when she met Garcia in March on her way to a hike in the
Los Trancos Woods with Jerry’s friend Sue. When Sue invited him along,
Garcia was quick to join them, and on the way home, he sat in the back-
seat playing a song to Brigid from Joan Baez’s first album, “Don’t Sing
Love Songs, You'll Wake My Mother.” Brigid had read Kerouac the year
before, and this daughter of left-wing bohemians whose lives closely re-
sembled Zelda and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s was totally ready for the Garcia-
Hunter-Trist scene. It did not represent “coupling,” as she later put it, but
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“mayhem. Where’s the scene tonight?” After school she'd go to Keplers,
and then to who-knows-where. She met one of Garcia’s other friends, an
older woman named Grace Marie Haddy, who seemed like someone from
a Doris Lessing novel. Grace Marie lived alone and was, Brigid recalled,
“arch, erudite, practiced free love, smoked pot, drank wine, and had some-
thing to say about everything.” It was at this point a very literary group,
and Garcia was reading all the time: Finnegans Wake, poetry from the
Beats and Kenneth Patchen, science fiction, and lots of other things that
fell oft Kepler’s shelves. Naturally, Brigid expressed it in a poem.

He [Patchen] speaks of angels and snowy hillsides
But I am in rapture of the thing

where we are all 1n love

with life and each other

Never before and perhaps again

will 1t be so

with such youthful vigor

and wild eyes

He who creates such magical music [Garcia]
radiates it upon us

The one of poetic words [Trist]

encourages

and overwhelms us with faith

The blind man in the corner [Hunter, in his g/asses] sees all
even though he believes not in himself today

and 1, follower of each
cry beautiful tears of joy.

Something was happening, and they knew it. It would be presumptuous,
thought Brigid later, to even call it avant-garde. But there was a wave, and
they were riding it. It was May 1961, and the image of the moment was
“Camelot.” Representing youth, style, and virile Hemingwayesque man-
hood, John Kennedy and his beautiful, elegant wife defined a current that
suggested change, though Kennedy’s politics were as much a part of Cold
Wiar rationalism as his opponent Nixon's. Americanism and technology
would see us through, and on May 5 Alan Shepard became the first
American in space. Other, even more powerful events were not entirely
controlled by the government. On May 4, the civil rights movement, its
leadership taken over by youth, sent the Freedom Riders into the deep
South to challenge segregation in bus stations. When they arrived in An-
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niston, Alabama, on May 14, their bus was attacked and later firebombed,
and the Freedom Riders were beaten. Attorney General Robert Kennedy
intervened, and National Guard troops and helicopters flanked the riders
as they proceeded to New Orleans. A change could be felt, and 1t was cap-
tured in a song: “We Shall Overcome.”

Faddish dance songs like “The Twist” dominated pop music, and to
many, folk music seemed more authentic. A purist approach had catalyzed
itself out of the commercial adaptations of the Kingston Trie, first in 1958
in Boston’s Club 47 through its house band, the Charles River Valley
Boys. Soon after, Palo Altan Joan Baez became a regular at the club, and
when she captivated the Newport Folk Festival in 1960, she became an
icon. There was always a collegiate link between Cambridge and Berkeley,
and shortly after Club 47 opened, Rolf Cahn, a young radical musical heir
to Woody Guthrie who was married to the folksinger Barbara Dane,
moved West and began the Blind Lemon there. The Lemon joined a cou-
ple of other Berkeley institutions that encouraged Bay Area folk music.
There was the annual folk music festival, which began on a large scale in
1958. Most important was The Midnight Special, a live, late-Friday-night
hootenanny on the radical Berkeley radio station KPFA.

Not long after they'd met, Hunter and Garcia were at a party and
Robert picked up a guitar, playing about half a song before, Hunter re-
called, “Jerry said, ‘Hey, give me that,’ and grabbed it away from me and
kept it. That’s how it’s been ever since. He could play better thar I could.”
Garcia was clearly the dominant musical partner. The political side of
folk—Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger, Leadbelly—did not move him. From
the beginning, Garcia was an apolitical artist, certainly pro—civil rights
and intuitively liberal, but at heart concerned only with music and its per-
formance. He and Hunter would sit in the back of Kepler’s all day, at first
playing what he would later shamefacedly dismiss as “dippy folk songs”
like “Michael Row the Boat Ashore” or “Banks of the Ohio” or tunes from

early Joan Baez albums. Hunter and Garcia even wrote a song together,

“Black Cat.”

Tell you a story about my old man’ cat

A cat whose hide was uncommonly black

Fame and fortune and good luck hath

the man who would cross the black cat’s path . . .
My old mans cat went out one night

the moon and stars were shining bright

crossed the path upon his way

of the man whos president today.
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But in those days, folk music was to be taken from the masters, not newly
created, and they didn’t write any more songs.

Instead, Garcia and Hunter turned to a fundamental source, Harry
Smith’s magical and peculiar Anthology of American Folk Music, on Folk-
ways Records. Early in the 1950s, Smith had tapped into American pop-
ular culture from the twenties and thirties to assemble the anthology,
selecting songs that had been commercial enough to release on record, ex-
otic but not esoteric. He put eighty-four tunes on six long-playing discs,
then wrapped them in alchemical quotations and decoration. In so doing,
he gave young folkies like Garcia and Hunter a passageway into the heart
of the old, eccentric, gnarly, lovely America. A homosexual dope fiend
whose body was stunted and humped, Smith was the ultimate outsider,
the ideal person to introduce a new generation to something #7u/y authen-
tic. Garcia and Hunter would be indebted to him for life.

Their real scene remained the back room at Kepler’s, but on May 5,
1961, Bob and Jerry made a foray into public performance, playing for the
Peninsula School’s graduation. Willy’s girlfriend, Danya, got them the
gig, for which they earned five dollars. Later in the month they got
another job, this time lined up by some fans who asked them to come to
their Stanford dormitory to play. Hunter would remember the sweet
sound of the applause, and Garcia’s jocular introduction. “The next num-
ber 1s an old Indian work song, translated from the original Slavic by the
head of the Hebrew department at Sacred Heart University.”

As it happened, Hunter was an extremely limited guitarist. In his own
words, Garcia was already “getting serious. I was getting to be more and
more impatient with Hunter’s guitar playing.” The turning point of his
life that past February had begun to take solid hold of him. “I was just
playing all the time,” Garcia recalled. “I just wanted to conquer that stuft.
For me, it was little discoveries. I was just hungry to meet people to play. I
was out on a limb like a motherfucker.” To another friend he remarked,
“Man, all I wanna do is live my weird little life my weird little way—all I
wanna do is play.” Hunter was a writer, already working on a novel about
their lives, and wasn’t really interested in being a professional musician.
Their sessions at Kepler’s and their friendship continued, but the duo
billed as “Bob and Jerry” did not.

That June, Garcia met someone who could teach him. Marshall
Leicester had just finished his sophomore year at Yale, where hed been
part of one of the first collegiate purist folk scenes, disciples of the New
Lost City Ramblers (NLCR). Garcia was playing “Everybody Loves Sat-
urday Night” as he strolled into Kepler’s, and though Leicester hated the

song, he recalled Garcia from their seventh-grade class together at the
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Menlo Oaks school and borrowed his guitar to show him some real pick-
ing. They soon fell in together, with Garcia staying at Marshall’s home
when Mrs. Leicester could be so persuaded. Like many moms, she
thought Jerry was “shiftless.” Dazzled with Jerry’s verbal facility, Marshall
enjoyed their relationship hugely. Together they followed Harry Smith
and the NLCR’s lead and reveled in the manifold joys of the Carter Fam-
ily songbook. Simple and expressive, A. P. Carter’s popular modulations of
the mountain culture—since the material was recorded and then broad-
cast on radio, it was popular by definition—took folk music into the mod-
ern era with “Wabash Cannonball,” “Wildwood Flower,” and Mother
Maybelle’s unique guitar technique (the “Carter Scratch”). Marshall also
lent Jerry a copy of Flatt and Scruggs’s “Foggy Mountain Breakdown,”
and he fell in love with it.

As summer came in, Garcia briefly followed Brigid to San Francisco,
where she was living with her Aunt Muriel and modeling at I. Magnin’s
department store while attending Jerry’s alma mater, the California
School of Fine Arts, on weekends. He stayed for a while with John “the
Cool” Winter at the Cadillac Hotel, in the seedy Tenderloin District, liv-
ing largely on potatoes and carrots they stole from the produce market on
the Embarcadero. Brigid ted him and gave him cigarette money, and
occasionally Garcia gave lessons to an odd man named Bruce “the
Nerd” Warendorf, whod acquired an unusual semi-mandolin called a
Waldzither and adopted Jerry as a mentor. Somehow Garcia had acquired
a portable phonograph, and he spent the summer studying Elizabeth
Cotten—style guitar, as well as Flatt and Scruggs.

Before going oft to the Cadillac Hotel, Garcia had gotten an ofter he
couldn’t refuse. As usual, he was sitting in Kepler’s and playing—"*Rail-
road Bill,” as it happened—when a young man named Rodney Albin ap-
proached him. As Rodney’s younger brother Peter and his friend David
Nelson watched, peeking between shelves of books, Rodney asked Jerry if
hed care to perform at his new folk music club, the Boar’s Head. They were
pleasantly surprised when Garcia, already possessed of an imposing local
reputation, said, “Sure, man.” “Great,” said Rodney. “Can you bring any-
body else? Tell everybody.” It was characteristic of Rodney Albin that the
first Peninsula folk club would be his idea. An eccentric intellectual who
carried a briefcase at the age of nineteen and was notorious for the dried
bat hanging off his bedroom lamp at home, Rodney was definitely a leader.

The Boar’s Head was a tiny loft seating perhaps thirty or forty people
above the San Carlos Book Stall, a metaphysical bookstore in a town
haltway up the Peninsula between Palo Alto and San Francisco. There
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was a miniature triangular stage, with lighting provided by bulbs masked
by cut-up coffee cans. Donations covered the cost of the coffee, and the
musicians were unpaid, mostly performing hootenanny style—that is, one
SOng per person or group at a time, with few long sets. A surviving tape
captures what people recalled as a fairly typical night. Garcia, with
Leicester on autoharp, played “Wildwood Flower,” and with both men on
guitar and Hunter on mandolin, they covered “Brown’s Ferry Blues,” and
so forth. They were more than competent, though not yet any threat to
the Carter Family.

The Boar’s Head was small but popular, and Garcia adopted it as his
home, bringing along Hunter, Leicester, David McQueen, and Truck
Driving Cherie Huddleston to play. A local electric guitarist, Troy Wei-
denheimer, might play some Ventures or Jimmy Reed. A few nonlocals
performed, including a calypso singer named Walt Brown, and the East
Bay blues singer Jesse “the Lone Cat” Fuller. It was a highly sociable envi-
ronment, not least because it had an “annex,” the Belmont home of Suze
Wood, Leicester’s girlfriend. Their enormous house, built at the turn of
the century by the magnate William Ralston for his daughter, sheltered a
rowdy, individualistic household, and they welcomed the Boar’s Head
gang to spread blankets in the backyard, drink wine, talk, and play. The
Boar’s Head would also be significant as the place where Garcia’s East
Palo Alto friend and future musical partner Blue Ron McKernan first
performed in public, as a member of the Second Story Men, a one-night
group with Rodney and Peter Albin and their friend Ellen Cavanaugh.

Ron McKernan always had depths. He was a serious child, and his
mother, Esther, would recall that when she took him on carnival rides, he
would sit stone-faced. She could never tell it he was truly enjoying himself
or just pleasing her, because he was always sweet and considerate. “He'd
throw me.” His father, Phil, played boogie-woogie piano until Ron was
born in 1945, and then was a rhythm and blues disc jockey at KRE under
the name “Cool Breeze” until the mid-fifties, when he went to work at
Stanford as an electronics engineer. After an early fondness for Elvis Pres-
ley, Ron followed his father’s tastes into Presley’s black roots, and the early
exposure to African American music became central to his life. He was a
serious student of blues lore, well up on the musicians and the labels long
before there were any reference books available. But his interest went far
deeper than a taste for music. By the time he showed up at the Boar’s
Head at the age of sixteen, he had left white middle-class life entirely be-
hind. His first nickname was “Rimms,” as 1in the rim of a wheel, like steel.
He had a motorcycle chain permanently bolted to his wrist and wore oily
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jeans, Brandoesque T-shirts, and greasy hair. He was never violent or
mean, but the ugly boil on his cheek seemed to at least one friend to have
made him a sensitive disfigured artist figure, like the Phantom of the
Opera. He was certainly set apart in his bodily funkiness, so extreme that
the officials of the local pool would not let him swim there. Along with
his friend Roger Williams, also nicknamed Cool Breeze, hed clack
through high school with horseshoe taps on his shoes, such a sure sign of
depravity in that era that his expulsion from Palo Alto High School
seemed almost foreordained. He'd always played piano, though he refused
lessons, but few knew that he wrote poetry, painted, and read science
fiction.

What everyone did know was that he was the white kid who practi-
cally lived in black East Palo Alto, hanging out with a black man named
Tawny Jones, who had a Harley-Davidson motorcycle as well as a bread
truck that they called the Seventh Son. It came with a mattress in the
back, and their sexual exploits went far beyond the average teen’s. It was
also useful for their trips to a bootlegger in La Honda, in the mountains
above Palo Alto, where they bought whiskey at $1.50 a gallon. That, a
horrid cheap sweet wine called Hombre, white port and lemon juice, and
anything else they could find were their drinks of choice—Ron claimed to
have begun drinking at the age of twelve. Satisfactorily lubricated, he and
Tawny would go down by the railroad tracks and write songs. They took
to hanging out at the Anchor Club and the Popeye Club in East Palo
Alto and the Aztec Lounge in San Mateo, listening to old blues players,
corroding their stomach linings with booze and hot links while they ab-
sorbed the blues life. Ron picked up harmonica and acoustic guitar, and
connected with Garcia for some impromptu lessons, which he quickly ab-
sorbed. He always had the feel of the blues, even before he acquired the
technique. One of the Chateau guys, a black saxophone player named
Lester Hellum, was their friend, and he later recalled taking Ron to see
T-Bone Walker at a San Mateo club. Ron sat staring at T-Bone’s hands
and then said to him, “I'll see you in twenty years.” Aside from being
known to steal any blues album not nailed down (Tawny took the jazz al-
bums), he generally avoided breaking the law. Once a friend offered to sell
him a nine-millimeter automatic pistol. Ron was fascinated by guns and
borrowed it, saying he wanted to show it to his father. A few days later, he
returned it, pleading, “Don't tell anybody I had 1t.” Beneath the fairly fear-
some exterior was what Garcia called a “real pixie quality. [He] was just
really lovable, really fun. He was a sweetheart.”

In September 1961, Alan Trist returned from a month of hiking the
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John Muir Trail in the Sierras, and before leaving for Cambridge had
what he remembered as a long, “apocalyptic” talk with Garcia. They
walked about in San Francisco near the Palace of the Legion of Honor, on
a bluft overlooking the Golden Gate and the Pacific, kicking pebbles and
baring their hearts as young men will. What impressed Alan then and
after was the positiveness of their outlook. He wasn't too sure of the rest
of the “hip” United States, with its emphasis on angst and torment, but in
San Francisco they concluded, “this is a positive place, this planet,” rather
in the sense that Kerouac derived the honorific “Beat” from “beatific.”
They felt blessed. Hunter and Garcia saw Alan off at the bus station, and
though they were not good correspondents, they would manage to stay in
touch.

In October, Garcia returned to Palo Alto and moved into the
Chateau. Though it was only a rooming house, it had a certain free-
spirited quality that made it exceptional. Perhaps it sprang from the
owner, Frank Serratoni, who liked to water the yard in a brief bathing suit,
his old man’s paunch hanging out. Lee Adams was there first, then a
drummer named Danny Barnett, then Rudy Jackson, a trumpet player.
Rudy unfortunately made himself memorable by asking Miles Davis if he
could sit in one night at the Blackhawk. “Hey, babe, want to do something
together?” he inquired. Miles replied, “What you want to do, babe, fuck?”
There was Page Browning, John the Cool, Robert Hunter, Willy Legate,
and at times, Jerry’s old friend Laird Grant. The furnishings ran from fine
Chinese antique pieces in the living room to a refrigerator empty but for
rotting mustard and moldy bread. David McQueen and Lester Hellum
were regular visitors, joyfully slandering each other in ways that left on-
lookers gasping with laughter. And there were plenty of female visitors,
like Suze Wood, Cherie Huddleston, and Joan Simms.

And, of course, Brigid Meier. That fall, her relationship with Garcia
changed dramatically. She had been “part of the cement of our scene,”
Garcia thought, reminding him of his grandmother in her ability to love
everyone. Now she enthusiastically gave up her virginity to Garcia. Per-
haps because she was so exceptionally beautiful, Garcia would always
cherish the relationship as the height of romance, twenty years later de-
scribing her as “the love of my life, really, in a way,” astonishingly still re-
morseful over the lust that had made their relationship a physical one.
Their new romantic status bothered Hunter, who thought of Brigid in a
protective way. Now 1n the throes of writing a novel about their group,
Hunter used his feelings as an artistic goad, referring to himself as a
“prophet of melancholy.” He took his title, The Silver Snarling Trumpet,
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from Yeats’s “The Eve of St. Agnes,” and in its first draft it was a good
first novel. Unfortunately, he decided that the taut original version was
too short, and he rewrote it, waxing ever longer and more philosophical.

Sometime in 1961, John the Cool brought around a new guy by the
name of Phil Lesh. Impressed by his sheer speed of mind and obviously
forceful intelligence, Winter told Hunter that Lesh “could walk on your
mind in three minutes,” which made for a bad first impression. But Lesh
turned out to be less intimidating than that, and his musical-gifts bridged
the gap. He blew a little trumpet with Lester Hellum on alto, and his en-
thusiasm for music was endearing. He was then much more involved with
composition than playing, and when Hunter and Garcia saw him sitting
at a card table at work on “The Sun Cycle,” a piece planned for three or-
chestras, writing it out of his head without even a piano, they were
stunned. At the time, one of his party parlor tricks was to turn his back
and challenge guitarists, as one of the crowd recalled, to “come up with
knuckle-busting perverse chords, seventeenths with flatted eighths with
augmented—hed tell me the notes, the order, whether or not my guitar
was tuned standard.”

Lesh had graduated from the College of San Mateo that June of
1961, and while taking an entrance examination for the U.C. Berkeley
musicology department that spring, had met Tom “T.C.” Censtanten,
who would become his lifelong friend. Speaking with a young woman
about serial music, Lesh was charmed when T.C. interjected, “Music
stopped being created in 1750 but it started again in 1950.” Lesh’s only
response was to stick out his hand. Immediate partners in musical crime,
the two of them took up residence in Berkeley, with Phil’s troll friend the
con artist/poet Bobby Petersen as a regular visitor. For such a skinny fel-
low, Lesh had a remarkable facility for shoplifting, and in his persona as
“Phil the Coat” he made sure, as he later put it, that “we ate pretty well for
poor folks.” However, Lesh was less adept in his dealings with bureau-
cracy. He got into Cal by taking dictation, listening to a piece of music by
Chopin and transcribing it. Alas, he wrote down what he heard, and he
cared not how Chopin might have originally written it. When told that
he would still have to take Ear Training, he concluded that university mu-
sic departments were more oriented to obedience than creativity. By
midsemester hed dropped out to spend the winter reading Joyce and lis-
tening to Mahler, his and T.C.’s favorite composer. Then, early in 1962,
they learned that Luciano Berio, the young (then thirty-seven) Italian
modernist composer, a distinguished associate of Karlheinz Stockhausen,
was about to begin teaching a graduate-level course in composition at
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Mills College in Oakland, a small women’s school with a classy reputation
in the arts. Too nervous even to apply, Lesh was ecstatic when T.C. got
them both in the class, which included the cream of the Bay Area’s young
composers, among them John Chowning and Steve Reich. It would be a
formative experience.

Berio was omnivorous about his sources, using jazz and Dante among
many streams. His “Omaggio a Joyce” had established him as a leader in
avant-garde composition, and Lesh was even more stunned when he came
in with the actual “fuckin’ five-channel tape that Stockhausen made for
performances” of “Gesang der Junglinge,” a composition in which boys’
voices were electronically modified. There was a performance at Mills that
also involved five channels. “We only had four in the room, so we put one
in the hall. I got to run the knobs. The fifth speaker was supposed to be
out there, somewhere . . . I got to control the positions of all the music in
space, which meant trying to learn this piece, just from hearing it. No
score, just the tape.” Lesh did so again at a performance of a Berio piece at
the Ojai Festival. His own contribution to the class was a small piece that
went over poorly in formal performance, but he'd heard it done beautifully
in rehearsal, which was all that mattered to him. While taking Berio’s
class, he also volunteered as an engineer at KPFA so that he could con-
tinue his involvement in music even without performing.

One Saturday night in the spring of 1962, Lesh and Garcia con-
nected. Theyd seen each other around, but at a party at Pogo’s, Lesh re-
marked, “Jerry, you sing and play good, I work for KPFA, howd you like
to be on the radio?”

“Why not? What do we have to do?”

Lesh replied, “Well, first, my roommate has a tape recorder, and as
long as you're sittin’ here pickin’ and singin’, and the party 1s yet early,
I'll go up to Berkeley and get this tape recorder, and we’ll make what
amounts to a demo, and I'll play it for Gert [Chiarito, the producer of 7he
Midnight Special folk show].”

Jerry agreed and added, “Well, shit, I'll ride with you.”

Out to T.C.’s Oldsmobile they went, and by the time theyd returned
to Palo Alto they were lifelong partners. Lesh would remark that Garcia
had a “raw,” really powerful personality, “and people were just awed by
him, sitting at his feet—and I'm the kind of guy who distrusts people like
that.” But they bridged their mutual barricades of personality, and some-
thing important happened between them, a lovely flowering of trust and
connectedness that they would celebrate two months later on the ides of
March on Lesh’s twenty-second birthday, sitting in Garcia’s room at the
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Lonesome Madness
(3/62-12/63)

en Frankel was a U.C. Berkeley physics student and guitar player

who lived across the street from Lundberg’s Fretted Instru-

ments, the Berkeley store that was a locus for acoustic music in

the Bay Area. Touring professionals stopped by for strings and
repairs, and everyone else who was interested would visit for talk and the
swapping of tapes, which they made in the back of the store. One day
Frankel heard a young picker named Garcia making a tape he coveted. It
was easy to initiate a conversation, and when Garcia remarked that he
was looking for a fiddler, Ken claimed experience he actually lacked. A
couple of weeks later, he was a member of the Thunder Mountain Tub
Thumpers.

A year and more of constant practice had qualified Garcia to obey the
central drive of his entire musical career, which was to play with other
people. From the very beginning, he sought communication and collabo-
ration, not performance-as-theater. He'd already come across Joe and Jim
Edmonston, who were a few years older than he. They were regular work-
ing guys, union men, but they loved to play, which was what counted. It
didn’t hurt that their mother was a terrific cook. On May 11, 1962, the
Tub Thumpers, with Joe Edmonston on banjo, Frankel on fiddle, Garcia
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on guitar, and Hunter chucking chords on the mandolin on three days’
practice, led off the Stanford University Folk Festival. Under various
names and with a shifting cast of characters that included Marshall
Leicester and Jim Edmonston, they played wherever else they could, in-
cluding the Boar’s Head. Lacking any financial motive, the musicians
simply enjoyed each other’s company and playing. “Everybody took the
time to listen to everybody else,” said Jim. Garcia took most of the vocals
and was dominant, but he also listened, and his bandmates recognized
him as their most capable member. Their best gig came as the Hart Valley
Drifters. With Frankel on banjo, Garcia on guitar, Hunter on mandolin,
and Jim Edmonston on bass, they went to work in the interests of one
Hugh Bagley, a candidate for Monterey County sherift. Playing on the
back of a flatbed truck, their job was to attract a crowd for Hugh to
speechify and handshake. It was a hilarious, goofy day, and when they
couldn’t even find Bagley’s name in the election results, it mattered not
at all.

Just at this time Hunter underwent a most extraordinary experience.
He'd been making some money by taking psychological tests at Stanford,
and somehow that gave him the opportunity to earn $140 for four ses-
sions, one per week, taking psychedelic drugs at the V.A. Hospital under
the auspices of what would prove to be the CIA. He received LSD (lyser-
gic acid diethylamide, commonly called acid) the first week, psilocybin the
second, mescaline the third, and a mixture of all three on the fourth.
Danny Barnett told him he was crazy, but he ignored the doubts. Instead,
he told Ken Frankel, “It'll be fun! I'll take my typewriter and no telling
what’ll come out.”

Indeed. He'd read a bit of Huxley and tried the notorious cough syrup
Romilar, but otherwise this was the first expedition into the world of the
psychedelic by any of them, and what he brought back transfixed them all.
His first session generated six single-spaced pages of notes, a remarkable
document of a mind trying to remember paradise. “Sit back picture your-
self swooping up a shell of purple with foam crests of crystal drops soft
nigh they fall unto the sea of morning creep-very-softly-mist . . .and
then sort of cascade tinkley-bell like (must I take you by the hand, ever so
slowly type) and then conglomerate suddenly into a peal of silver vibrant
uncomprehendingly, blood singingly, joyously resoundingbells.” Other
people were enmeshed in “the most GODAWEFUL prison of concrete
and veins and consciousness,” while he could feel “PURE WHITE
SPIRI'T” pouring from each vein. It was not all ooh and ahh. He saw that

“from this peak of Darien” he could unravel any niddle, but if 1t was
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brought to him and stripped down, “it would reveal itself to be simply its
own answer . . . By my faith if this be insanity, then for the love of God
permit me to remain insane.” On his second test, he went beyond the
“Lord I'm high” rhapsodies and straight into linguistics, Joycean word
sounds, the play of vowel and syllable. His ability to articulate hallucina-
tions would serve him well in the future.

His friends passed around his notes and then took him for coffee,
pumping him for details. Garcia’s reaction was simple: “God, I've got to
have some of that.” Hunter was not the only person they knew who had
access to this experience. Palo Alto had its very own bohemian neighbor-
hood, eight shacks on Perry Avenue, and one of its residents, Vic Lovell,
was a psychology graduate student who kept his friends well supplied
with this interesting new stuff, especially his pal Ken Kesey, a graduate
student 1n writing who happened to work as a janitor at the V.A. Hospi-
tal. Older and more sophisticated than the Chateau gang, “Kesey and
the wine drinkers,” as Garcia would call them, were not impressed with
the youngsters who tried to crash their parties, the annual Luwow and the
Perry Lane Olympics (“Lane” sounded sooo much more aesthetic than
“Avenue” to them), and gave them the boot.

Lesh, whod been brought over to Lovell’s by his friend Mike Lamb,
had at first thought of Kesey as a “blustering asshole,” until Lamb snuck
in and read what was on Ken’s typewriter, afterward telling them all to
look out for his book. Kesey’s seminar with Malcolm Cowley, the distin-
guished editor of Faulkner, Hemingway, and Kerouac, and a remarkable
group of young writers which later included Robert Stone, Ed McClana-
han, Gurney Norman, and Larry McMurtry, combined with psychedelics
to produce something extraordinary. His fable of liberation from an
authority-bound society, One Flew Owver the Cuckoos Nest, had been pub-
lished to glorious reviews that February 1962. It was a masterpiece.

June meant Marshall Leicester’s annual return from Yale. This year they
would call themselves the Sleepy Hollow Hog Stompers, a tribute to the
1920s group Fisher Henley and His Aristocratic Pigs, which had been
sponsored by Armour Ham. Suze Wood made them some snappy red-
trimmed black vests, and they were ready to play. But there was a major
difference this summer. Marshall had returned from school with one suit-
case and six instrument cases, and the upshot was that Garcia began to
play the devil’s own fiendish twanger, the banjo. In all of acoustic music
there is nothing quite like it. There is fire in a banjo, an intrinsic speed and
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intensity. He was drawn to what he described as “that incredible
clarity . . . the brilliance” of the instrument. It consumed him, and as with
nothing in his life to that point, he enslaved himself to his practice. His
model was Earl Scruggs, and Garcia treated Scruggs's fingering as though
it was the master lock, studying it by playing back his records at slow
speeds, trying to crack the combination. His devotion to music would be
central to his life, and it came at a price. Brigid Meier was talented, beau-
tiful, and interested in literature and jazz, but now Garcia’s idea of a great
time was to find someone who could teach him a new song, and their ro-
mance sputtered. As 1962 passed, he continued to meet her every day for
lunch across the street from school, and they even discussed marriage,
when she was eighteen and he twenty-one, but the bloom was off.

The Hog Stompers were followers of the New Lost City Ramblers,
and Garcia's banjo playing was at first in the old-timey tradition. The
Boar’s Head had found new quarters at the Peninsula Jewish Community
Center in Belmont, and they played there regularly. But the banjo and
Scruggs led Jerry inexorably from old-time music to bluegrass, a very dif-
ferent thing. Bluegrass was not folk music. It had been created in the
1940s by superbly gifted professionals, starting with Bill Monroe, and 1t
required considerable skill to play. Bluegrass had a limited but important
history in the Bay Area, beginning with Garcia’s heroes, the Redwood
Canyon Ramblers. Neil Rosenberg, Mayne Smith, and Scott Hambly
were all classmates of Phil Lesh’s at Berkeley High School and veterans of
The Midnight Special. Neil and Mayne had come upon authentic bluegrass
while attending Oberlin College, and their Bay Area shows in 1959 and
1960 brought the form to the region and inspired a second generation of
East Bay players who would come to be Garcia’s friends, including Butch
Waller, Sandy Rothman, and Rick Shubb. Most Berkeley folkies had little
use for bluegrass players, dismissing them as technicians concerned with
speed rather than taste, and rejected bluegrass itself as “social tyranny,”
due to its difficulty. There was even a Berkeley band called the Crab-
grassers; the name served as a pointed joke.

The atmosphere of the fall of 1962 was dominated by the tensions of
the Cuban missile crisis. Hunter was taking classes at the College of San
Mateo in philosophy and astronomy, which was certainly appropriate:
John Glenn had orbited the earth that February, the Telstar communica-
tions satellite had been launched in July, and the best-selling book in
America, Silent Spring, was concerned with pesticides and damage to the
environment. For Hunter, this single vivid memory of the missile crisis in-
volved going outdoors to scan the horizon for mushroom clouds at the
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time when Russian ships were required to turn back from the blockade.
The crisis, thought one historian, “imbued the sixties generation with an
apocalyptic cast of mind, a sense of the absurdity of politics, and a suspi-
cion of politicians.” True.

With Marshall back in New Haven, Garcia organized a new band.
This version of the Hart Valley Drifters included Hunter on mandolin,
Rodney and Peter Albin’s young friend David Nelson on guitar, Jerry on
banjo, and a new guy, Norm Van Maastricht, on bass. Nelson, who had
graduated from high school in 1961, owned a motorcycle and a twenty-
five-dollar ’48 Plymouth, which immediately became band transporta-
tion. The Dirifters practiced Tuesdays and Thursdays, and their big day
came on November 10, when they debuted in the afternoon at an art
gallery opening at San Francisco State and then headlined that night at
the College of San Mateo Folk Festival. It was Nelson’s first paid gig, and
he would remember every detail. At their dress rehearsal the night before,
theyd worked into the night and all night. As the show approached,
David and Norm began to tire. Grumbling genially about “the rookies in
my band,” Garcia produced some Dexamyl, and their energy returned.
They arrived at the art gallery, but no one met them. Seeing some micro-
phones, they set up, and after stalling, finally had to play. Nelson suddenly
wondered, “Good God, what’s the tune?” Knowing that it would be a
banjo instrumental, he looked at Garcia, who had his own nerves to deal
with. Digging into the strings too hard with his picks, Garcia suddenly
felt a string slide underneath the flap of the pick and send it twirling
around. “Heh, heh,” he snickered embarrassedly, and began again. By
then, Nelson was “fucking terrified, paralyzed.” But they kicked oft with-
out further interruption, and the music settled them. The audience liked
what it heard, and filtered in. There were intentional laughs for their
between-songs patter, some applause, and before they knew 1t, they were
on break in a closet-size dressing room.

The CSM Folk Festival was actually a device for the Art Students
Guild to raise money for beer, and with one giant poster at the cafeteria,
they managed to sell out. It was partly luck: that very week, the cover of
Time acclaimed Joan Baez a “Sibyl with Guitar.” The audience expected
something on the order of the Kingston Trio’s “Scotch and Soda,” but
they got a lot more first. One student contributed a protest tune called
“The Atom Song.” An Indian student, Ramesh Chan, played Indian folk
songs. Rodney Albin played “The IRT.” Then Garcia played two solo
banjo tunes, “Little Birdie” and “Walking Boss,” extremely obscure mate-
rial for this audience. “We make music in the tradition,” said Garcia as he
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then introduced the Hart Valley Drifters’ first set. “It says so right here in
the program.” But he didn’t merely jest, going on to inform his audience
of the historical roots and record-label contexts of the tunes they were
playing.

After some comments on the Carter Family and the song, he and
Nelson, “who more than anything else wants to be a real boy,” played
“Deep Ellum Blues.” With Hunter, they played “Will the Circle Be Un-
broken” (“The first code of the banjo is to get it into the proper tune . ..
since our band is a strict adherent to this rule, we can take hours to tune,”
Garcia explained), and then Garcia gave them “Man of Constant Sorrow,”
solo and a cappella. They closed with two bluegrass tunes, “Pig in a Pen”
and “Salty Dog.” It was authentic and skilled and more than the audience
could appreciate, although the Drifters’ performance was very good 1n-
deed. Dean Hammer and His Nails closed the show with a few snide re-
marks about being made to wait, then sang “Scotch and Soda,” and the
audience went home happy.

So did the band. In the middle of the show, Nelson noticed some-
thing fall from Hunter’s pocket, an object he thought was a white-
wrapped Stickney’s toothpick. Hunter assumed David knew that it was, in
fact, a joint. At the postshow party at Suze Wood’s, Nelson and his friend
Rick Melrose said to Hunter, “Let’s get loaded,” as in “Have a drink.”
Since they were underage, Hunter’s reluctance didn't surprise Nelson, but
eventually Hunter talked to Garcia, and the four of them went to the car.
A joint appeared, and Melrose asked, “What’s that?” Nelson muttered to
himself, “Shit, we’ll blow our chance to smoke pot.”

Hunter began to grumble about underage kids who weren’t cool, but
Garcia reassured and disarmed him, then gave lessons in smoking to the
rookies, and before long they'd gone back to the Chateau and buzzed their
way through Hunter’s entire stash. At which point the rookies asked,
“When does this stuff take effect?” Hunter resumed fuming, mostly
silently, about the waste of scarce pot, and Garcia interceded again.
“Here’s what we do. Let’s just talk about what a great guy Hunter is for
getting us all stoned. What a great, great guy, he really put himself out for
us, and isn't it just the nicest world . . .” And Hunter came out of his snit.
“Aww, you guys, it was worth it, okay, okay.” And Nelson began to think
that they were talking a little funny. Garcia was beginning to giggle like
crazy. Nelson turned to Melrose and said, “Too bad it didn't work, but
we’ll have a good time.”

By now they were back at Suze’s, and as they crossed her front lawn,
they began to notice the dewdrops in the grass, and the moon, and the
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beauty of the night, and Rick turned to Nelson and whispered, “David,
have you noticed this lawn? David, you know what I think? I think this
stuff works.”

The Tangent started as an amusement for two bored young doctors, but it
became, for two years, the home of folk music on the Peninsula. Stu
Goldstein and David Schoenstadt were Stanford Hospital residents who
knew nothing about folk music, but Max and Bertha Feldman’s Palo Alto
deli had a room upstairs, and it occurred to Stu and David to open a club
there, using Pete Seeger’s songbook, How fo Make a Hootenanny, as their
blueprint. They opened in January 1963, with open hoots on Wednesdays
and the winners playing weekends. The charge was a dollar fifty, and the
performers got five or ten dollars. It quickly became Garcia’s new musical
home, “a little community . . . a sweet scene.” It also produced some re-
markable music. One night in a moment of boredom, Rodney Albin and
Garcia gathered up four other guitarists, broke out some sheet music,
crowded onto the stage, and played Tchaikovsky’s “March Slav.” On
another night, a new woman blues singer from Texas, Janis Joplin, was a
no-show. Her accompanist, a guitarist from Santa Clara by the name of
Jorma “Jerry” Kaukonen, allowed as how he could play some blues, and
proved it. Both became regulars, and part of a widening folk network.
Joplin had read about Jack Kerouac in 77me back in her hometown of Port
Arthur, Texas. After apprenticing in Austin at a club called Threadgill’s,
she'd hit the road, eventually getting to San Francisco. Her circles of asso-
ciation included the North Beach scene and also a crew of young folkies
at the Charles Van Dam houseboat in Sausalito that included Dino
Valenti, Paul Kantner, and David Crosby, all of whom would come to be
famous 1n due course.

The Tangent was part of an informal network of folk clubs that in-
cluded Coffee and Confusion in San Francisco and the Cabale in Berke-
ley. The Cabale had more national acts, including Lightnin’ Hopkins,
though it was largely dominated by an in-group purism. Ego was also not
unknown at the Tangent. One visiting musician, Herb Pedersen, thought
of himself and Garcia as “two gunfighters” when they met, warily check-
ing out each other’s skills. Butch Waller, then of the Westport Singers,
saw Garcia as “the surly guy drinking coffee who wouldn't talk to us” at
first, although once Garcia saw their essential seriousness, he loosened
right up. On February 23, 1963, Garcia brought his band, now named the
Wildwood Boys, to its new home.
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Shortly after that appearance, Jerry returned to the Tangent with a
new friend, Sara Ruppenthal. After a year of what she termed “playing
second fiddle to a banjo,” Brigid Meier had had enough. There was a new
young man in her life, one her family even approved of—her dates with
Garcia had been undercover—and in the fall of 1962 Jerry had found the
two of them together, producing an ugly, near-violent scene. Garcia had
no money, so they couldn’t go anywhere. He was prey to black moods, and
as Brigid remarked, “I'm just sitting and he’s playing, and he’s playing and
I'm sitting. I was seventeen and a lot of people wanted to take me out.” At
Christmas she joined her family in Mexico for a vacation and enjoyed a
flaming new romance, which she inevitably disclosed to Jerry on her re-
turn. Garcia spent the season sitting on the Chateau porch drinking, and
though they theoretically still saw each other in January, he hooked up
with Sara Ruppenthal in February, and his romance with Brigid was
history.

The daughter of a former airline pilot whod served on the Palo Alto
City Council and then taught at Stanford’s business school, Sara grew up
in the pacifist/bohemian tradition, listening to folk music as well as a
recording of the House Un-American Activities Committee’s hearings,
and reading Kerouac and Zen philosophy. She entered Stanford in 1961,
an extremely lovely Earth Mother beatnik in sneakers, tights, and a turtle-
neck, her hair in a braid. She had gotten to know Joan Baez through Ira
Sandperl at the Peace Center, and spent time at Baez’s shack in Big Sur. “I
used to take great pleasure in signing Joan Baez as the person responsible
for me while I was gone from my dorm . . . I wanted nothing more than
to be just exactly like her.” One day in late February she wandered into
Keplers, and Garcia caught her eye. He had a mustache and goatee,
longish hair, and a dashing, “renegade” quality. “A channel opened up be-
tween us,” she said, “and we both fell in.” She ended up at the musicians’
table at St. Michael’s that night with Garcia, Hunter, and Legate, laugh-
ing so hard her stomach hurt. “It was just like falling into a whole 'nother
world, but that was the world I wanted.” She spent the night at Garcia’s
grubby shack behind the Chateau, and while it lacked electricity, the can-
dles seemed romantic to her. The next morning she enjoyed a “funny
cigarette” with Hunter and Legate as they walked around the garden. Sara
had a “Wendy complex,” as in Peter Pan, and the Chateau was full of
lost boys.

The first complication in their lives came early in April, when Joan
Baez invited Sara to accompany her as a secretary/assistant on a tour of
Europe. Garcia was jealous of Baez, both emotionally in connection to
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Sara and professionally as a competing musician. As a picker, he told Sara,
“I'm king.” In the end, romance won, in more ways than one. Around that
time Jerry’s co-resident at the Chateau, David Nelson, loaned them his
room for the night, complete with a double bed, clean sheets, and central
heat. Shortly after Sara turned down Baez'’s invitation, she discovered that
she was pregnant. Her parents were no more impressed with Garcia than
Brigid’s had been, and offered Sara a round-the-world trip as an alterna-
tive to marriage. The young couple—he was twenty, she nineteen—had
no idea of what they were getting into, but after missing out on a com-
plete family life as a child, Jerry was willing to take the chance, and Sara
was eager to be a mother. So they decided to get married.

Shortly before the wedding, they went to see Bobbie Garcia, Jerry’s
first visit with his mother in years. She was very sweet to her daughter-in-
law-to-be, taking her to her heart. In a fox fur collar and high heels, she
seemed “a real sport” to Sara, a woman who “liked a good drink” and
wasn't terribly maternal. After a delightful visit, Bobbie stopped at the
bank and sent each of them home with a hundred-dollar bill in their
pockets. By now, Jerry’s grandmother Tillie Clifford was senile, so for
Jerry the feminine side of his life was going to have to come from his wife.

Jerry and Sara were married on April 27, 1963, at the Palo Alto Uni-
tarian Church, with a reception following at Rickey’s Hyatt House that
included the music of the Wildwood Boys. It was the sort of wedding,
several friends later observed, where the groom’s friends could be found
stuffing their empty bellies at the food line, while the bride’s family mem-
bers soothed their shaken nerves with drinks at the bar. The wedding was
“tense,” Garcia recalled. “As far as the parents of my girlfriends . . . I've al-
ways been like Satan.” Sara “was such a delicate fawn in my jungle.” His
best man was David Nelson, who felt scrufty around the Ruppenthals, al-
though Willy Legate trumped him by attending in a T-shirt.

For Garcia, one of the best aspects of the wedding was that it brought
Phil Lesh back to the Bay Area. Late the previous year Phil had moved to
T.C.s home in Las Vegas, and after being instantly evicted by Mrs. Con-
stanten, moved in with T.C.’s friend Bill Walker, whom they dubbed “the
ambassador plenipotentiary from the land of zonk.” Their slogan, “It’s al-
ways ten to six in the land of zonk,” would endure as a sly reference to
their pot-smoking habits. Lesh was briefly a keno marker at the Horse-
shoe Club on the graveyard shift, and then found work at the post office.
He had torn up his “Sun Cycle” as derivative plagiarism, but continued his
efforts to compose, working on a monstrous polytonal piece called “Foci
for Four Orchestras,” which would have required 125 musicians and four
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conductors and included a chord in four keys at once. It required sixty-
stave music paper. One of his favorite places to compose was the post of-
fice latrine, where he would sit nodding his head in contemplation before
going home to write it down. With “Foci” finished, he took the bus to
Palo Alto, staggered into Kepler’s, then landed at the Chateau, the only
refuge he could imagine, just a bit before the wedding.

Five days after their ceremony, Jerry and Sara played together at the
Tangent, singing tunes like “Deep Ellum Blues,” “Will the Weaver,”
“Long Black Veil,” and “The Man Who Wrote Home Sweet Home.”
Sara had a good voice and they blended nicely, although she lacked Gar-
cia’s obsessiveness, which he demonstrated by playing, in the course of the
evening, guitar, banjo, mandolin, and even a decent fiddle. Two weeks
later the Hart Valley Drifters, with Garcia on banjo, Ken Frankel on man-
dolin, Hunter on bass, and Nelson on guitar, performed at the Monterey
Folk Festival in the amateur division, winning Best Group. Garcia was
also awarded Best Banjo Player.

The focus of the festival was on Peter, Paul and Mary, a group assem-
bled by its manager, Albert Grossman, to promote the work of one of his
other clients, a new singer named Bob Dylan. Dylan had scandalized the
purist Garcia by writing new songs outside the folk canon, including
“Blowin’ in the Wind,” which would turn into a radio hit in the next
month. Dylan also performed at the festival, and Garcia would recall leav-
ing early 1n his set. Hunter attributed their departure to the lousy sound
system, though Garcia’s sententious purism may well have played a part. It
was the first time they'd really heard of Dylan, though it would certainly
not be the last.

Born Robert Zimmerman in 1941 in Minnesota, Dylan had grown
up listening to Hank Williams and the great Shreveport, Louisiana, disc
jockey Gatemouth Page, who played Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, and
Jimmy Reed on the night radio waves, and then early rock, especially Lit-
tle Richard. Arriving in New York in 1961, he created a fantasy identity
with his new name, and soon became the most important artist the folk
scene would ever know. In April of that year he opened for John Lee
Hooker at Gerde’s Folk City, and ten months later he had his own epony-
mously titled album, though it sold only five thousand copies in the first
year. In 1962 he wrote “Blowin’ in the Wind,” and it quickly became one
of the anthems of the burgeoning civil rights movement. Just as he ap-
peared at Monterey, Columbia Records released his second album, the
immediately successtul The Freewbheelin’ Bob Dylan, which included the

topical yet brilliantly universal “Oxford Town,” “Masters of War,” and “A
Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.”
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The summer of 1963 saw Garcia make a certain effort to be a family
man, distancing himself for a brief while from his friends. Hunter was
convinced that Sara was trying to “make something of him,” and the two
men drifted apart. Garcia even took something resembling a job, teaching
guitar at Dana Morgan’s music store in Palo Alto. His timing was impec-
cable. Hootenanny, a television folk music program, had debuted in April,
and kids were flocking to learn guitar. Physical fitness was all the rage, es-
pecially one’s capacity for a fifty-mile hike. In April, the United States
had sponsored an aborted and failed invasion of Cuba at a place called
the Bay of Pigs. News from Vietnam dominated television with images
of monks immolating themselves to protest the local regime. In June,
Medgar Evers, an NAACP field-worker in Jackson, Mississippi, was mur-
dered, and shortly after, President Kennedy proposed a Civil Rights Act.
In Palo Alto the Chateau was sold, sending Nelson, Hunter, and Legate
fleeing to a new home at 436 Hamilton Street, a block away from St.
Michael’s Alley.

Steeped in domesticity, the Garcias lived in suburban Mountain
View, with Jerry hitching to work carrying his instrument cases. His tiny,
smoky room at Dana Morgan’s had two chairs and a music stand, which
seemed quite sufficient. He was a good, if unconventional, teacher. “I tried
to teach them how to hear,” he said, making tapes of relatively easy but
good-sounding material like the Carter Family for his students. Benignly
encouraging, he answered the stock question “How long should I prac-
tice?” with “Play when you feel like 1t.” At least one student was so de-
lighted by that response that he played all the time. Some of the lessons
would involve simply listening to Garcia play and then asking questions.
His sense of time as it applied to lessons was unreliable. A student would
knock, Garcia would call out, “I'll be with you in a minute,” and halt an
hour later the student’s mother would be there, and he'd still be enthusias-
tically describing something new to his first student.

Morgan’s led him to another musical diversion, his first foray into
rock and roll since the Chords. Dana Morgan’s store manager was Troy
Weidenheimer, an electric guitarist whom Jerry had known since the
Boar’s Head. Troy had a band called the Zodiacs, and that summer he in-
vited Garcia to join it—as the bass player. It was great fun, Jerry would
say, despite the fact that he was “out of my idiom” playing rock and out of
his instrument with the bass. But “Troy taught me the principle of ‘hey

stomp your foot and get on it.” He was a great one for the instant arrange-
ment . . . fearless for that thing of ‘get your friends and do it,” and ‘tuck
it if it ain’t slick, it’s supposed to be fun.” He had a wide-open style of
playing that was very, very loose, like when we went to play gigs at the
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Stanford parties, we didn’t have songs or anything, and he would just say
play B-flat, you know, and I'd play bass, and wed just play along and hed
jam over the top of it, so a lot of my conceptions of the freedom available
to your playing really came from him. He would like take chorus after
chorus, but he directed the band like right in the now ... we never re-
hearsed or anything ever, we would just go to the shows and play—and he
was so loose about it, he didn’t care, he just wanted it cookin’ so he could
play his solos, and he was just a wonderful, inventive, and fun, good-
humored guitar player. One of the first guys I ever heard who exhibited a
real sense of humor on the guitar. He was quite accomplished. I mean, in
those days he was certainly the hot-rod guitar player of P.A., as far as elec-
tric guitar was concerned. While I was a folkie and all that . . .” The band
also included a young local drummer named Bill Kreutzmann, and Jerry’s
old friend Ron McKernan, on harmonica.

Rock and roll was only a passing fancy, however, and Garcia remained
serious about bluegrass. In September the Wildwood Boys evolved into
the Black Mountain Boys, at a cost. One day at the house on Hamilton
Street, Hunter came to a rehearsal and realized that everyone was looking
at him in a guiltily embarrassed way. It gradually dawned on him that hed
been dropped from the band, although no one could bring himself to tell
him directly. It wasn't an unreasonable decision, because his replacement,
Eric Thompson, was a far better instrumentalist, but it hurt. Hunter
wasn't a devoted picker, but he loved playing bluegrass, and of course he
enjoyed being part of the band. Shortly after, he moved to Los Angeles.

Originally called Elves, Gnomes, Leprochauns (sic) and Little Peo-
ple’s Chowder and Marching Society Volunteer Fire Brigade and Ladies
Auxiliary String Band, the Black Mountain Boys was fun for all, and it
produced high-quality bluegrass. The players even had vague professional
hopes. One of the Tangent bands, the Westport Singers, was now man-
aged by Dave and Stu, the Tangent’s doctor owners, and had won a hoot
in Los Angeles. They were cutting a record before joining a package tour
that would play Carnegie Hall. Jerry kept asking Dave and Stu why they
wouldn’t work with the Black Mountain Boys, but the answer was obvi-
ous. His purist bluegrass was not commercial, and Garcia was, said Dave
with a smile, “resistant to suggestions.”

In November, the Black Mountain Boys briefly flirted with commerce
when they met an agent and promoter named Stan Leed. He had an idea
for a tour called the Bay City Minstrels, which would include the Black
Mountain Boys and David [Freiberg] and Michaela, a folk duo, bound for

schools in the Northwest. Sara wrote to Stu, by now away in the military,
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that Stan was “sort of a weasel, and much disliked. However, he’s doing
good things for our boys, so we dont mind him.” Unfortunately, a few
weeks later her letter would relate that Stan had skipped town owing
everyone at least sixty dollars. Far more their style was the newest club
around, the Offstage, in San Jose. It was run by Paul Foster, a dropout
computer programmer whod been known to attend political demonstra-
tions with a sign that read “Now.” Foster had fallen in with a group of
Santa Clara—area folkies that included Paul Kantner, David Freiberg, and
Jorma Kaukonen, and created a club that would give them a home. The
charge was a dollar, except for drunks, in which case it was four dollars.
There was, of course, no liquor, and even the coffee had to be consumed
before the music began so there would be no clinking of cups. They sold
pot under the counter to make the rent, and it became a regular stop for
Garcia and company.

It was a difficult fall. Phil Lesh had settled in Palo Alto, but a roman-
tic entanglement had encouraged his swift departure. He went off to San
Francisco, where he moved in with T.C. and dabbled with amphetamines.
His active participation in music seemed to have come to an end. Garcia
was painfully learning the demands of being a husband. Because of her
pregnancy, Sara couldn't tolerate drugs, tobacco, or alcohol, not only for
herself but for anyone around her. In her own words, she “made life miser-
able for poor Jerry,” trying to “domesticate him.” “He'd come home silly
and I'd get pissed.” It did not occur to her that her hormonal mood swings
were natural, and she shoved her anxiety on her husband, whom she
described as a “traditional sexual redneck.” “He was moody and I was
critical.”

In the country at large, a glorious coming-together was followed by
two great tragedies. In August, hundreds of thousands of Americans had
gathered at the Lincoln Memorial to hear Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
give one of the masterpieces of American oratory, the “I Have a Dream”
speech. And not only did the younger generation join the March on
Washington, but its minstrels, Bob Dylan and Joan Baez, were able
to participate, singing “Blowin’ in the Wind” there. Not since Woody
Guthrie had song joined moral purpose so persuasively; the dream was
vivid and alive. Three weeks after the march, unspeakable horror struck
down four little girls in Birmingham, Alabama. Addie Mae Collins,
Denise McNair, Carol Robertson, and Cynthia Wesley died when the
16th Street Baptist Church was bombed. And on November 22, 1963,
there was further madness, with the murder of President John F. Kennedy.

Like so many Americans, Phil Lesh turned “into a robot” on Friday
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the twenty-second, and he was still in shock on Sunday morning. Driving
down McAllister Street in his post office van, he heard music coming out
of a barroom door, parked the van, and went in. It was the funeral march
from Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony, conducted by Leonard Bernstein.
“That was the day that my illusions were blown away, one hundred per-
cent. The only gleam of light was Beethoven . . . things shifted an octave,
like consciousness rather than political control. Good-bye everything we
ever believed in. Welcome to the modern world, where a coup d’état 1s
everyday business.”

Two weeks later, on December 8, Sara Garcia gave birth to Heather,
named after the folksinger Heddy West. It was a natural childbirth, so
Sara was conscious and could inquire, halfway through the process, “Is it a
boy or a girl?” “Only the head’s out, honey.” “If she’s smiling,” Sara replied,
“it’s a girl.” Garcia charged down the hospital corridor, yelling to Hunter,
who would be Heather’s godfather, “It’s a broad, it’s a broad.”

“I can’t describe to you the feeling,” he said, grinning, shrugging,
shaking his head. However unready, he was a father. Sara came down with
an infection, and had to return to the hospital for a little while. When she
got out on December 18, she had to fend for herself, because Garcia had
gotten an impromptu out-of-town gig at the Ashgrove, Southern Cali-
fornia’s premier folk club. Marshall Leicester, Ken Frankel, a returned
Robert Hunter, and Garcia were the Badwater Valley Boys, and they were
opening for the God and creator of bluegrass, Bill Monroe, as well as
bluegrass’s finest younger band, the Kentucky Colonels. Nervous, Hunter
began to spin a yarn as Badwater Bob, and someone yelled, “Shut up and

play bluegrass.” So they did.
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and a health insurance plan, and retains two attor-
e-«%i\ . ,/,'

5/ neys. It owns office and sound equipment and a

Mack truck, but no stocks, real estate, or diamond mines. It is run by
monthly board (primarily band member) meetings, where the president of
the corporation is a crew member with nineteen years’ seniority, and the
putative manager has no vote. Roughly once a month, there is an all-
employee “band meeting” at the rehearsal hall, where everyone gathers
around a sixteen-foot-long Victorian Gothic Revival table found in
Europe by Alan Trist during the 1972 tour. The opinions expressed there
carry weight. The shape of the Grateful Dead, lyricist Robert Hunter
once said, reflects the shape of Jerry Garcia’s mind. Hunter described the
band as an “anarchic oligarchy.” Garcia once said, “I am not an artist in the
independent sense, I'm part of dynamic situations, and that’s where I
like 1t.” The band’s social organization flows from precisely the same
principle.

Since he is philosophically antisystematic, his perspective, said one
friend, i1s “a matter of sensibility rather than system,” and he leads only
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subtly and by example. The result is an intelligent and functioning anar-
chy, with responsibility so diffused that the essential is accomplished, but
only that, and in which, as Lesh once said, “Avoidance of confrontation is
almost a religious point with us.” Or, as manager Rock Scully put it, “De-
fault and digression [are] the principal modus operandi of the band.” Al-
though seniority often resolves conflicts, building a consensus is the usual
deciding political factor. There is a hierarchy, but it changes constantly,
and the considered optimum is for everyone to lead as they feel their mo-
ment. It is in fact a conservative democracy, often disorganized because it
is quite genuine. The most negative vote carries. “The question is,” Garcia
told one interviewer, “can we do it and stay high? Can we make it so our
organization is composed of people who are like pretty high, who are not
being controlled by their gig, but who are actively interested in what
they’re doing? . . . Wisdom is where you find it, every point of view at its
very worst will see something that you don’t see . . . It would be a terrible
bummer not to be able to go through life with your friends anyway—
that’s what the very start was about, you know . . . But as a life problem,
the Grateful Dead is an anarchy. That’s what it is. It doesn’t have any . . .
stuff. It doesn’t have any goals, plans, or leaders. Or real organization. And
it works. It even works in the straight world. It doesn’t work like General
Motors does, but it works okay. And it’s more fun.”

The subtext of anarchism is surrealism, and the Dead’s best political
statement came in a 1974 letter from Ron Rakow, then president of the
Grateful Dead Record Company, to President Richard Nixon. Rakow
offered the threatened officeholder an idea on how to continue his admin-
istration. “We pass our solution along to you with only the remotest ex-
pectation that you will carry it out. Since, while it 1s bnlliant, 1t 1s not
extremely logical. We have concluded that the problems referred to above
would disappear, as if by magic, were you to chrome the entire White
House.”

In fact, the one dependable structure in the scene is the calendar of
the tour year. Three tours of seventeen shows in three and a half weeks—
one in March—April, one in June=July, one in September—October—plus
Bay Area and other West Coast shows and short runs in February, May,
and December. This added up to about eighty shows a year, and for the
best part of the eighties and nineties it is the one constant in an otherwise
swirling universe.

It worked well when the band was relatively small and relatively poor.
But that anarchy, which worked as a horizontal hierarchy—the band at
the center, then the crew and other senior employees in the next ring
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out—began to suffer when the scale became distended by the addition of
a million fans in the third ring. For anarchy disdains authoritarianism, and
the pressure exerted by a million people 1s enormous. Lyricist John Bar-
low once endured a spell as road manager and then wrote, “I think you
are all operating under pressures which generally exceed human specifi-
cations.”

Eccentricity 1s often encouraged—certain very obnoxious people are
considered necessary, the irritant that generates pearls. But this sometimes
smug tolerance applies only to family. Once Bob Seidemann, an old friend
but a fast-track photographer and art designer, grumbled about some of
his billings. Earlier that day booker Danny Ritkin had told him that
Dead employee qualifications started with loyalty, honesty, and compati-
bility . . . but Seidemann heedlessly blasted forward about commercial
values as though he were talking to a band seriously concerned with mak-
ing money, say, a group from Los Angeles. When he reached the point of
being very slightly rude to bookkeeper Janet Soto-Knudsen, the president
of the corporation (as well as crew chief) could stand it no longer. An
Oregon country boy, Ram Rod is the conscience of the band, in Garcia’s
words the “highwater integrity marker.” Ram Rod spoke up and put Sei-
demann in his place. Once again, Seidemann learned the hard way the
complexities of doing business with the Dead.

This loose yet complex style can also create a cranky selfishness that
lyricist Robert Hunter once defined in “The Ten Commandments of
Rock & Roll,” a sort of open letter he wrote to the band after he went
along on a tour. Although it came out of a completely different context,
it identifies the least-charitable aspects of life in the Grateful Dead hier-
archy.

Suck up to the Top Cats.

Do not express independent opinions.

Do not work for common interest, only factional interests.

If there’s nothing to complain about, dig up some old gripe.

Do not respect property or persons other than band property or

B IR A

personnel.

6. Make devastating judgments on persons and situations without
adequate information.

7. Discourage and confound personal, technical and/or creative projects.

o0

Single out absent persons for intense criticism.
9. Remember that anything you don’t understand is trying to fuck with

you.
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Destroy yourself physically and morally and insist that all true brothers
do likewise as an expression of unity.

As a meeting collects around the table, it occurs to Scrib that sometimes
Hunter comes off as an optimist.

1/

2/

3/

3/

3/

3/

Minutes of the Meetings

Present: Janet Soto-Knudsen [bookkeeper], Harry Popick [engineer],
John Cutler [studio engineer], Willy Legate [studio superintendent],
Eileen Law [Dead Heads], Patricia Harris [merchandising], Steve
Marcus [Ticket Office], Maruska Nelson [assistant to booker], Mary Jo
Meinolf [accountant], Sue Stephens [administrative assistant], Mickey
Hart [percussion], Steve Parish [crew], Phil Lesh [bass], Kidd [Bill
Candelario, crew and merchandising manager], Bill Kreutzmann
[drums], Ram Rod [crew chief, president], Hal Kant [attorney], Robbie
Taylor [production manager], Scrib McNally [publicity], Jon Mclntire
[booker, road manager], Dan Healy [director of sound], Jerry Garcia
[lead guitar, vocals], John Meyer [guest, founder of Meyer Sound Labs],
Bob Weir [rhythm guitar, vocals], Paul Roehlk [truck driver], Candace
Brightman [director of lights], Dan Rifkin [booker, road manager], Bill
Grillo [crew], Brent Mydland [keyboards, vocals]. Called to order at
2:45 p.m. by Chairman Phil Lesh.

Backstage: per D. Ritkin, Bob and Peter Barsotti [Bill Graham Presents’
house and stage managers] think our backstage is too loose. There needs
to be more discipline in number of laminates issued. Graham wants

us to play in New Orleans on Mardi Gras. J. Garcia: “They don'’t need
us.” No.

John Meyer came with a proposal for going ahead with research—cost
ultimately could be $1 M . . . using digital, can now adjust sound to any
room. A whole new level—an organic, not systemic, approach. Band
says prepare laundry list and begin. D. Healy: “The game is getting very
deep, fellas . . .”

Per S. Marcus, allotment for Berkeley Community Theater benefit
series will be 4 purchase tickets per employee per night.

Bammies [Bay Area Music Awards]. PL won best bassist. “I'll do the
show this time if you promise never to put me on the ballot again.”
Merchandising: up to now, the building has received high % [e.g.,
Nederlander gig—building received 35%—we got about 20%)]. Del

Furano at Winterland Productions [ T-shirt manufacturers] will give us



3/

3/

4/

4/

5/

7/

8/

8/

INTERLUDE: A MEETING OF MINDS 59

some guidelines to lower building %. Discussion of a T-shirt bootlegger,
5,000 shirts at least. R. Hunter says don’t bust, BW says tell him they’re
ugly. Kidd: not allowed to sell within 3-block radius of show. Per

J. Garcia, we need to be evenhanded with policy. Per Hal Kant, we are
required to take reasonable steps to protect our copyright . . .

M. Hart suggested maternity leave for Janet. Approved at full salary and
for whatever time she needs. Janet will have phone hookup and will be
able to do books at home!

[Attorney] B. Stilson has an offer for use of our recording of “Ripple”
in a movie entitled Mask with Cher and Sam Elliott. J. Garcia and

R. Hunter have already okayed the start of negotiations. Approved.

Ice Nine/David Gans Book . . . Per B. Stilson, Hal says usual industry
usage fee 1s $100-$200 per song. R. Hunter said he doesn’t see any
reason to charge anything at all . . . No charge.

Irvine Hotels suffered damage from alleged Dead Heads—we are not
welcome at any of them. Note that this year’s Irvine hotel is part of

the same chain as our New York hotel—we lose, we lose big.

S. Parish: “Is there a problem?” Ram Rod: “If they’ll let us in, there’s no
problem.”

Red Rocks Amphitheater, Denver: B. Weir stated he was willing to do
about anything to facilitate our playing there in the future. Although
advance crew notified Feyline, the local promoter, of our requirements
prior to our last appearance, we didn’t get satisfaction; general feeling is
that problem 1s with them rather than unwillingness on city’s part.
Changes have to be made, i.e., [ JG]: “Take away the dumb side panels
and dumb roof.” . . . Security: policy, whenever possible, will be
accountable security [ID# or name]. We issue cautionary statements
with all tickets we sell . . .

Taper Section: they feel dead center thirty feet from stage 1s ideal—the
area in front of sound booth. We would like to set aside a section for
them behind the booth . . . doing this not so much for the tapers, but
for the others in the audience . . . Do we want to stop the taping? Do
we want to enforce the clause in our contract rider? Philosophical
aspects tabled until the next meeting.

Rex Foundation: Scrib has been approached by the SF Blues Festival re
sponsoring Little Milton Campbell—yeah, you remember that tune.
Sure.

Zena Heard, former crew member Sonny Heard’s widow, will be sent a
contribution—Eileen will see that gold records are sent to Sonny's

moim.
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8/ TFall tour: Rifkin: as of now, we have a tour in the South, two weeks off,
and then a tour of the NE. Our extreme popularity has cost us many
venues of late—Carrier Dome at Syracuse, Blossom, Saratoga—and he
suggests dropping the South after Hampton and going to the Northeast
twice—i.e., saturating the area to the point where perhaps we’ll not
have sellouts. Ram Rod: “If it doesn’t work we’ll have more money.”

J. Garcia: “It’s a way to find out.” Schedule: Shoreline Amphitheatre is
tentative. M. Hart: Bill [Graham]’s squirming—“No prisoners, Rifkin.”
10/ Per W. Legate, Dick Latvala’s services working as vault archivist have
been invaluable. Suggests he keep track of his hours and be paid . . .
Approved.
Computerization of office: J. Cutler has set the Macintoshes up and 1s
giving lessons.
11/ New Year’s: ]. Cutler will book NPR satellite for radio broadcast.

Opening act suggestions: M. Hart: Mapenzi, Big City. J. Garcia: Los
Lobos. B. Weir: Freaky Executives.

Several moments stick with Scrib. One 1s when multimillion-dollar cor-
porate executive Bill Graham visited the meeting because he is a board
member of the band’s charitable arm, the Rex Foundation. He made a
suggestion, and had it dismissed as “commercial” by Willy Legate. Every-
one plainly agreed with their building superintendent. Graham looked
away, presumably muttering to himself, “The janitor?”

This janitor once wrote a note to the band and pinned it on the bul-
letin board at the studio:

Bad-mouthing someone in his absence is an art form, deliberately cul-
tivated here . . . Optimistic descriptions of situations are sometimes
passed out to anyone nearby who is prepared to play the role of pa-
tronized fawning multitude. The optimistic description is given with
the understanding by all concerned that if it should change within the
next hour or week, that adjustment will not be relayed; in other words,
that anything good you're told is meaningless. In the words of the
prophet: if you don’t know by now, don’t mess with it. And I want you
to know that there is no hope. Insanity, sickness and death are coming.

The second moment came when John Cutler protested the manner in
which an employee had been let go. Struggling to express himself without
giving 1n to rage, this man who had been rescued from depression by some
of the brothers in the room politely chewed out band members—and they
sat and took it.
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Something New
(12/31/63-10/64)

ate on the afternoon of December 31, 1963, three teenagers

named Bob Weir, Bob Matthews, and Rich McCauley were aim-

lessly wandering around the streets of Palo Alto when they heard

the sound of a banjo coming from Dana Morgan’s store. They
followed the notes in and began to talk with Jerry Garcia. When they
pointed out that it seemed unlikely for any of his students to appear on
New Year’s Eve, he agreed, then opened the front of the store and lent
them some instruments. They began to jam. It was an appropriate begin-
ning; for much of the rest of his life, Garcia would have Weir off to his
side. One was homely, one was handsome. One was a self-educated intel-
lectual, one was severely dyslexic and though intelligent, barely literate.
One was physically lethargic, the other athletic. One was born to the
laundry workers” union, and one grew up in Atherton, an extremely
wealthy enclave south of San Francisco. Yet they were brothers.

The adopted son of Frederick Utter and Eleanor Cramer Weir,
Robert Hall Weir was born October 16, 1947, and grew up in a world of
wealth (earned, not inherited), forever carrying himself, as he put it, “like
a Republican.” An engineering graduate of Annapolis, Frederick Weir was
a “mild-mannered and easygoing” father, with an extremely dry sense of
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humor he passed on to his son. Unable to serve aboard a ship due to
deathly seasickness, Lieutenant Commander Weir had returned to San
Francisco to establish the engineering firm of Beyah, Weir and Finato,
eventually settling at 89 Tuscaloosa Avenue in Atherton with Eleanor, his
son Bob, another adopted son, John Wesley, and their natural daughter,
Wendy, born in 1949. Eleanor was a strong woman, “driven,” as Bobby
put 1t, and “not about to let the kids . . . be anything but successful.” She
was a volunteer at San Francisco’s de Young Museum and its symphony,
and the family was listed in the city’s social register.

Atherton’s single greatest virtue, in young Bob Weir’s eyes, was that it
was essentially an oak forest, and it was in the trees that he grew up. A
childhood bout with spinal meningitis left him with a lifelong inclination
to spaced-out dreaminess, something he described as the occasional need
to sit and stare at a TV screen, turned on or off, and “bubble my spit.”
Thirty years later, a writer would note that his “eyes open wide when he
talks, like he’s experiencing a revelation, or there’s a murder going on over
your left shoulder and he’s too polite to interrupt the conversation.” The
meningitis also, Weir thought, burned an early horrible temper out of
him. This, combined with an upbringing that expected him to be pleasant
and civil, made him an extraordinarily nice person to be around. But not
necessarily an obedient one. His sense of fun was highly developed and
his respect for rules was not. “It wasn’t like he was a sociopath,” said his
best friend, John Barlow, somewhat later, “he just did not understand [the
rules of conventional behavior] . . . he could never quite get the idea that
fun was wrong.” And so he became, Weir said, the “only guy I ever knew
who was drummed out of the Cub Scouts.” He also managed to be ejected
from preschool.

From early on he was an athlete, inspired by the local legends, Willie
Mays of the baseball Giants and Y. A. Tittle of the football 49ers. He ran
track, played football, and enjoyed a rather normal childhood with sum-
mers 1n a cabin above Donner Lake in the Sierra Nevada. He and his
slightly older brother wrestled and generally got along, while sister Wendy
was “Mama’s little angel.” The family was not musical, and Bobby’s most
stimulating early exposure to music came from his nanny, a black woman
named Luella, who shared with him Duke Ellington, big-band music, and
a little bop. He briefly took piano lessons, but when his teacher showed
him a boogie-woogie bass line for the left hand and a simple pattern for
the right hand, he proceeded to hammer it so incessantly that his parents
soon disposed of the piano. They got him a trumpet, but he practiced out-
side and the neighbors complained. His life changed totally at the age of
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thirteen, when the son of a family friend stopped by the house one day
carrying a guitar. An acoustic guitar could be practiced quietly in one’s
room, and this time his parents approved. His first was a seventeen-dollar
Japanese model, bought to celebrate his graduation from junior high
school, and he christened it with the Kingston Trio’s tune “Sloop John B.”

Guitar did nothing for his problems at school. Dyslexia was not a rec-
ognized syndrome in 1962, and although bright enough to take his way
through his classes, he was barely able to sit still as he did so. After public
school in Atherton and then two years at the private Menlo School, he
was sufficiently difficult that his parents decided to send him to Fountain
Valley, a school in Colorado Springs, Colorado, that specialized in boys
with behavioral problems. There he encountered John Perry Barlow, his
pal for life, and teachers who were idiosyncratic enough to keep up with
him. The choir leader, Mr. Kitman, had once water-skied in a tuxedo, and
that was enough to impress the boys. Mr. Barney, the English literature
teacher, inspired Weir with a reverence for the clean “economy of speech”
of Twain, Hemingway, and Steinbeck. Even though Weir had a problem
with reading, he'd worry his way through the classics. He had a great year
in Colorado, but his behavior remained problematic: the legendary biol-
ogy lab spitball war in which the spitballs were frog internal organs was
definitely initiated by Weir. In May the school administration concluded
that either he or Barlow, his partner in crime, could return—but not both.
Barlow elected to return, but first, Weir spent that summer of 1963 with
the Barlow family at the Bar Cross Ranch in Cora, Wyoming. Even there,
he had problems with his span of attention. He drove the scatter raker,
and because of his habit of amusing himself by jumping off the stll-
running tractor to chase field mice, it had a tendency to wind up in a
ditch. He was sufficiently faster than the machine to get away with it most
of the time, but “about every fiftieth time, there'd be a little drainage ditch
that I hadn'’t foreseen.”

His summer’s labors earned him a Harmony classic nylon string gui-
tar and a Mexican twelve-string, and they evolved into a seventy-nine-
dollar steel string Harmony Sovereign. Showing the first signs of a
tinkering mentality, he shaved down the inside struts to make it boomier,
later impressing the great folksinger Doc Watson with its tone at a jam
session at Lundberg’s. His new school was Pacific High School, a progres-
sive school 1n Los Altos Hills, but he lasted only six months because his
entire program there consisted of “playing guitar and chasing chicks.”
Other than conveying a certain sense of beatnik life, Pacific was useful
only for giving him time to practice his instrument. His next school, the
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public Menlo-Atherton High School, was considerably less welcoming.
He entered M-A in the spring of 1964, and his guitar and longish hair
marked him as an oddball at a high school that worshiped madras cloth-
ing and fitting in. Shy, a little peculiar, he was nicknamed Blob Weird, and
he delighted in proving his nickname true. As always, he was popular with
the girls, taking the head cheerleader to the prom, but the boys didn’t
know what to make of him, and his gadfly tactics with the teachers put off
most of his classmates. A natural-born iconoclast, he had read the Com-
munist Manifesto, and his year at Fountain Valley had taught him a great
deal about Native American history. The civics teacher would turn him
loose just to get the class stirred up, and his new friend, Sue Swanson,
liked to egg him on. “Traitor. Traitor,” she'd whisper from the seat behind
him. Actually, he came to realize, he was an aspiring beatnik.

Now sixteen, he had his own gang, which included his friends Bob
Matthews and Rich McCauley and his girlfriend, Debbie Peckham.
McCauley and Peckham also had guitars, and they all played together.
Their main influences were a mix of (mostly) folk and rock, with an em-
phasis on fine vocalists: Joan Baez, the Kingston Trio, the Everly Broth-
ers, and John Herald of the Greenbriar Boys. Lessons were out. Guilty
over the trumpet fiasco, his parents had hired Troy Weidenheimer to
teach him guitar. But Troy taught a straight-ahead big-band style, and it
did not appeal to Weir. Instead, he studied with his ears, down the street
at the Tangent, and the player he followed most closely was Jorma
(though still known as Jerry) Kaukonen. He and his friends circulated
tapes of Jorma, learning and trading licks, he later said, like “baseball
cards.” Garcia was also around, but banjo was too exacting, too rigorous,
for Weir. He correctly concluded that “you can't just blow” with Scruggs-
style banjo, and although he listened closely to bluegrass singing, it was
the guitar players Eric Thompson and David Nelson that he most appre-
ciated. One hoot night that spring at the Tangent, he even stepped up and
performed in public for the first time. The Uncalled Four, with Weir,
Debbie Peckham, and their friends Rachel Garbet and Michael Wanger,
played two or three tunes, including a Carter Family version of “Banks of
the Ohio.” What Weir would remember was a paralyzing stage fright that
only dissolved after he had embarrassed himself as much as possible. His
bright orange thumb pick fell off, and it seemed to him that every eye in
the audience tracked its slow-motion flight to the floor. After that abyss,
their turn onstage was a delight.
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One reason that it had been easy for Weir, Matthews, and McCauley to
barge into Morgan’s on New Year’s Eve was that Matthews was one of
Garcia’s banjo students, although admittedly an extremely lazy one.
Matthews did contribute a good idea to the circle—it was he who sug-
gested they begin a jug band. Raucous, frequently lecherous, always fun,
jug music was a black dance form that came out of Memphis and other
southern party spots in the 1920s. Among the leading bands were Will
Shade’s Memphis Jug Band and Cannon’s Jug Stompers, featuring Noah
Lewis on harmonica. In 1963, Jim Kweskin had assembled a group from
the Cambridge-Berkeley folk network that included Geoft Muldaur and
Fritz Richmond, and their ensuing Vanguard album was something of a
hit. Consequently, Sara would write, she and Jerry “practically lived in
Berkeley the week” in January 1964 that the Jim Kweskin Jug Band was at
the Cabale. Playing in a jug band was a relaxing and amusing interlude for
Garcia from the rigors of bluegrass banjo, although he remained serious
about musical quality. As Matthews recalled his own less-than-spectacu-
lar career in the band, he began on banjo at the first rehearsal, moved to
washboard for the second, then kazoo, and was then fired. At least
twenty-two people had passed through the band by May.

Among the main settled personnel were Garcia on guitar and vocals,
Weir on washtub bass and jug, for which he had an unusual facility, his
friend Tom Stone on banjo, and another pal, Dave Parker, on washboard.
With Garcia and Weir, the third regular was Jerry’s friend Ron McKer-
nan, on harmonica and vocals. Ron’s semibestial persona had only ripened
since the Boar’s Head days just three years betore. Now eighteen, he was
beety, grubby, and fearsome-looking, although Weir swiftly realized that
he was the sweetest guy around. To top things off, hed acquired a new
nickname. One night at the JCC Boar’s Head, milling about in the post-
show consideration of where to go next, Truck Driving Cherie Huddle-
ston lifted a line from the Peanuts cartoon and cracked, “All right for you,
Pigpen,” and Blue Ron was “Pigpen” forevermore.

Studying the canon of jug was enormously entertaining. They began
with Kweskin's records, and then his Folkways sources. Then Weir’s friend
Michael Garbet discovered a trove of original Bluebird Record Company
78s in his mother’s attic. Their repertoire soon included Cannon’s “Goin’
to Germany,” the Memphis Jug Band’s “Stealin’” and “Overseas Stomp,”
and two tunes that they'd play for a long time, Noah Lewis’s “Viola Lee
Blues,” and his version of “Minglewood Blues.” Other blues classics fil-
tered 1n, like Howlin' Wolt’s “Little Red Rooster” and Sonny Boy
Williamson’s “Good Morning Little Schoolgirl.” Tom Stone brought in
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records by the East Bay one-man-band blues singer Jesse Fuller, and “Beat
It on Down the Line” and the “Monkey and the Engineer” became Weir
staples. Later they would add Chuck Berry’s “Memphis” and Jimmy
Reed’s “Big Boss Man.” Whatever the material, Weir was ecstatic, barely
able to believe his good luck in finding musicians who could teach him.
Sara thought of him as “real pretty, real eager,” and so he was. David Nel-
son gave them their name, dubbing this new band Mother McCree’s Up-
town Jug Champions. Just to keep it loose, they changed the spelling with
each gig.

Their first show was at the Tangent on January 25, 1964, and their
performances throughout that year were always down-home, with a “cer-
tain level of chaos and disorganization, slightly loony and chaotic,” said
David Parker, much funkier than Kweskin’s band. Weir he saw as goofy
but lovable, well meaning, the baby of the bunch and the main butt of the
traditional male ribbing. Pigpen, on the other hand, needed to get slightly,
but only slightly, drunk to perform. Oddly enough, or perhaps not, the
band began to grow in popularity. “Somehow,” Jerry mused, “the sheer fun
of it made it successful.” Lacking the anxiety-producing perfectionism de-
manded by bluegrass, jug certainly had that effect on him.

Fun is always a popular commodity, but early in 1964 it was especially
desirable. Still reeling emotionally from the assassination of John Ken-
nedy, a significant portion of the entire country, 70 million people, glued
itself to a television on the night of Sunday, February 9, to watch the new
British musical sensation, the Beatles, on The Ed Sullivan Show. Even
muggers watched: police reported the lowest crime rate in fifty years for
the hour of the program. By the end of the following month, the top five
songs on the Bi//board charts were all by the Beatles, with seven more in
lower positions. The word “phenomenal” was actually an understatement.
Four boys from Liverpool, heavily exposed to American rhythm and blues
music brought home by their town’s sailors, had created their name in
homage to Buddy Holly’s Crickets and John Lennon’s social heroes, the
Beats, and reenergized the rock and roll music that had fallen quiet in
1960. Their timing was exquisite. On the heels of the Profumo scandal
and the great mail train robbery, Britain, too, needed a happy diversion,
and its newspapers were entirely ready to collaborate in creating one. In
October 1963 the papers covered the Beatles’ appearance on the top En-
glish TV entertainment program, Sunday Night at the London Palladium,
as though 1t were a riotous second coming, though in fact the audiences
outside had been well behaved. When Fleet Street was finished, Britain
was awash in what they dubbed Beatlemania, and by the time it reached
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the United States, Beatlemania was real. The media adored the lads’
cheeky wit and recognized their basic wholesomeness, and were happy to
run with a good story. It swept young America, although not, initially,
Garcia and his friends. Jerry was a purist folkie, and he and his peers were
skeptical of any fad.

Besides, they were busy. Hunter, Nelson, and Legate, for instance, had
briefly settled in Los Angeles, where they were studying Scientology,
looking for what they later described as science-fiction magical powers.
For some time they had been experimenting with Legate’s e-meter, a
primitive type of lie detector, and it had been fascinating to monitor their
own inhibitions and limits. Down at Scientology headquarters in Los An-
geles, complete with security checks and rules about things like pot smok-
ing, the game grew less interesting to everyone. As Legate said, “I didn't
feel myself accountable to them, and walked away.” Hunter was also sam-
pling various other spiritual practices, including Subud, a neo-yogic form
of meditation with modern origins in Java, and the Gurdjieff Fellowship,
essentially looking for a nonchemical version of what he'd found in the
V.A. Hospital drug tests. He got an invitation to join the jug band from
Garcia, but he decided that he couldn't play jug well. Truth be told, he was
still nursing something of a grudge over his ouster from the Black Moun-
tain Boys—grudge-holding being one of his obdurate character traits—
and so he declined. Instead, he grew deeply involved with amphetamines
and prose word-painting, trying to create an Ur-language, a language be-
yond language.

Lesh, too, disdained the Beatles for lacking in intellectual substance.
Living in San Francisco and driving his mail truck, he joined his Berio
classmate Steve Reich and worked on a hip project, Event III, which
brought together their music, the light projections of artist Elias Romero,
and the theater of the San Francisco Mime Troupe. The evening was a
fundraising benefit for the civil rights activists then seeking to integrate
the workforce of the Sheraton Hotel, a protest that came to involve two
major sit-ins, hundreds of arrests, and the hotel’s complete capitulation.
Reich was part of a number of avant-garde collaborations at this time, in-
cluding the Tape Music Center, founded by Ramon Sender and Morton
Subotnick, located first at the San Francisco Conservatory of Music, then
at a site on Divisadero Street, and later at Mills College. The center al-
lowed electronic composers to work in an open, nonacademic atmosphere,
and one of its programs might include a reading by Beat poet Michael
McClure, a performance by the Mime Troupe, and tape music. For Event
III, the musicians wore white sweaters on which their age appeared in
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numbers. Lesh played a bit of trumpet, and the music was a combination
of tape and live performance, as well as a section for multiple pianos. They
were followed by the Mime Troupe. Founded by R. G. “Ronnie” Davis,
the troupe was highly political theater out to challenge the power struc-
ture, but it was saved from extremist tedium by its sense of humor. A
collection, in one member’s words, of “dockworkers, college students, so-
cialist organizers, market analysts, musicians, opera singers, vegetarians,
drug addicts, ballet dancers, criminals, and bona fide eccentrics . . . It was
the troupe’s expectation that America should live up to her promises and
play by her stated rules—and we intended to provoke her until she did.” It
would have a considerable impact on San Francisco, although at Event
III, when Davis took questions from the audience, Reich and Lesh found
them so obtuse that they felt the need to repeat their performance, and
did so.

Working with Reich had been stimulating, and it inspired Lesh’s last
Komposition, a part of the “New Music” series held late in May at the
Capp Street performance space in San Francisco. Lesh would dismiss his
piece, “6’/s for Bernardo Moreno,” as Gebrachtmusik, or filler, something
he'd done only because not participating was unthinkable. He described it
as a questing piano in the midst of a cosmic background of strings. Zen-
like and relatively simple, it was performed by a group that included
Reich, with the piano played by Tom Constanten, who thought it resem-
bled middle Stockhausen, a “Zeitmasse” or “Time Measures” type of piece
in twelve-tone serial technique. What was most amusing for T.C. was that
during the performance, thumps from the judo classes upstairs intruded,
and T.C. was able to find a pattern in the score that resembled the
thumps, blending them nicely. The same intersection of music and reality
was repeated when car sounds outside faded into the piece. It seemed to
T.C. a most synchronous evening, perhaps because the day before, he and
Phil had taken LSD for the first time, spending the night listening to
their beloved Mahler’s complete symphonies with extremely fresh ears.
For Lesh, it was his father’s teasing remark that absolutely made his
evening at the New Music event. “Hat size, huh? For a pinhead? 674 is
pretty small.” Lesh later reflected, “I don’t think I ever loved him more.”

As the summer of 1964 came in, Garcia confronted his love affair with
bluegrass. Hed gotten exceptionally good as a player. Moreover, the first
nonsouthern, nonrural, “citybilly” picker, Bill “Brad” Keith, had already
passed through Bill Monroe’s band, so the idea of an outsider “making it”
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in bluegrass no longer seemed ridiculous. In March, the Black Mountain
Boys had played the Tangent with Jerry Kaukonen opening, and one of
their best tunes was Keith’s “Devil’s Dream.” Although the Black Moun-
tain Boys were inclined to play too fast, much of their show was techni-
cally excellent. Garcia had a wonderful ear and great sensitivity to what
others were playing, although at times he was perhaps a bit too pyrotech-
nical and overconfident in his abilities. In May they played at the San
Francisco State Folk Festival, meeting two Ozark pickers then living in
Stockton, Vern Williams and Ray Park. Vern would recall Garcia as a
“damn good banjo picker,” although he did think it strange for a “Mexi-
can” to play bluegrass. The problem was, there was no significant audience
for bluegrass in the Bay Area, and even when bodies filled a room, it was
not a sophisticated group of patrons. There weren't enough high-caliber
musicians to go around, and there certainly wasn’t enough money to be
made to support Sara and Heather. If he was going to be serious about it
as a career, he'd have to consider leaving San Francisco. First, though, he
had to investigate the home of the art form, the American South.

His friend Sandy Rothman had spent the previous summer around
the Valhalla of bluegrass, Bill Monroe’s “Bean Blossom” facility, and was
looking for a companion to accompany his return, so Garcia had a travel
partner. Sandy was four years younger than Jerry, a Berkeley kid whod
played guitar since the age of eleven, and whod heard the Redwood
Canyon Ramblers in junior high school. When Eric Thompson had gone
off to the East Coast late in 1963, Sandy had replaced him in the Black
Mountain Boys. As his and Sandy’s departure approached, Garcia turned
over the bulk of his students to Bob Weir, who would enjoy the challenge
of teaching young kids with small hands. Early in May, Garcia and Roth-
man bought a bunch of blank seven-inch tapes for Jerry’s Wollensak
recorder, climbed into Garcia’s car, and hit the road.

The summer of 1964 was a hell of a time for a Jew and a “Mexican”
driving a car with California plates to go into the deep South. It was
the Freedom Summer, and the South was writhing with change—and
danger. A month after Jerry and Sandy passed through the region, three
civil rights workers—James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael
Schwerner—would vanish near Meridian, Mississippi. Their bodies
would be found in August. For reporters and other visiting outsiders, the
car of choice that season was the biggest, heaviest vehicle possible, with
windows and doors controlled from the driver’s seat, and that meant a
Chrysler Imperial. Jerry’s '61 Corvair wasn't remotely in that league. Still,
he shaved his goatee and cut his hair short, and in his new windbreaker he
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looked, Sara thought, like a gas station attendant. He and Sandy managed
to traverse the South without overt incident, but Jerry would remember it
as “creepy,” based on the reactions they got to their license plates and
“foreign-sounding” names. His first sight of “colored” drinking fountains
and bathrooms was shocking, and grew no easier with repetition. He real-
1zed he was naive in his San Francisco tolerance, and the South’s legacy of
bigotry and fear overwhelmed him. Garcia and Rothman’s timing was re-
markable, for they passed through the South at a pivotal time in Ameri-
can political history, as a southern president directed the passage of the
Civil Rights Act in May and then listened to socialist Michael Harring-
ton and ramrodded the Economic Opportunity Act through Congress
in August, creating what he called the Great Society, the apotheosis of
American liberalism.

More concerned with music, Garcia and Rothman went first to Los
Angeles, where they saw Hunter and David Nelson, and then met up with
their friends the Kentucky Colonels, the bluegrass band that featured
Clarence White. They crossed the country together in a small caravan,
and their first memorable stop was a trailer park near St. Louis, where
they met an old friend of the Colonels named Slim, a big handsome hill-
billy of French Canadian descent, the king of the trailer park, and the
kind of character one might find in a book half On the Road and half The
Grapes of Wrath. They spent the night picking and singing in a Cajun-like
party atmosphere, and then Jerry and Sandy broke off and headed for
their first stop, Bloomington, Indiana, home of Neil Rosenberg, the origi-
nal banjo player of the Redwood Canyon Ramblers and now a graduate
student in folklore at Indiana University, and his wife, Ann.

After a few days they decided to give the Rosenbergs a break and took
oft for Tyndall Air Force Base in Panama City, Florida, the current duty
station of Neil’s friend Scott Hambly, also of the Redwood Canyon Ram-
blers. Scott was impressed with Garcia, who was by then “gobbling up”
every bluegrass banjo lick possible, “boiling away” as he spent four to five
hours a day practicing alone, analyzing and recasting finger positions with
a “tremendous power of attention.” After that, the three of them would
play for four or five hours, and although Hambly felt that Garcia some-
times neglected the “holistic concept of bluegrass as a united sound,” he
was extremely taken with Jerry’s development. The three of them even
played a show at the Noncommissioned Officers’ Club at Tyndall, but
after a few days the vicious insect life of Florida drove Jerry and Sandy
away, and they set off for Dothan, Alabama, to hear the well-known play-
ers Jim and Jesse McReynolds.
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Around May 20, they returned to Bloomington. Neil, too, was im-
pressed with Garcia’s musical growth, and enthralled him with his sweet-
ness and generosity. Neil took the boys, armed with Jerry’s Wollensak, to a
treasure vault, Marvin Hedrick’s radio-TV repair shop. Marvin also sold
tape recorders and had been doing so since the fifties, a seminal time for
bluegrass. Tape recorders were then a rare commodity, so his tapes of early
bluegrass were a precious trove. Jerry and Sandy spent what Jerry recalled
as several days dubbing tapes like kids in a candy store with no stom-
achache to follow.

On May 24 they arrived at bluegrass Valhalla, Bill Monroe’s Brown
County Jamboree, otherwise known as Bean Blossom, after its location in
that tiny town near Bloomington, Indiana. Shows were at 3 and 8 p.M. on
Sunday, price one dollar. The parking lot was really part of the show, and
it appeared that half the audience brought instruments to jam with before
the performance. Bean Blossom the facility was in fact a long, low horse
barn, heated by coal-fired stoves, the floor half gravel and stained by the
end product of Bill’s free-roaming roosters. Bill was frugal, but he was still
the Creator, and seeing him up close and not onstage struck them speech-
less. They were too terrified to take out their instruments in front of him,
and Garcia’s charm evaporated into a tongue-tied shyness that left him
incapable of promoting himself. Garcia never would be able to bring him-
self to apply for the job, although later that same summer Sandy would
join Monroe on guitar. Aside from treasured memories and a rich educa-
tional experience, the only thing Garcia would get out of the day at Bean
Blossom was the tape he and Sandy made, and it turned out to have an
electronic hum that ruined 1it.

They did much better a tew days later. Garcia would always feel that
in the course of his journey he saw some essential essence of bluegrass,
“the where-1t-comes-from hit,” and one of the best moments was 1n
Dayton, Ohio, home to many displaced Appalachians, where they
recorded the Osborne Brothers at the White Sands Bar. Early in June
they reached Sunset Park, Pennsylvania, a bluegrass showplace. Among
the many Amish who crowded the place, Garcia spotted a young man by
the name of David Grisman walking across the parking lot with his
mandolin case. He knew about Grisman from Eric Thompson, and they
quickly fell in with each other, picking a few tunes. It was an excellent
start to a friendship. But Garcia and Rothman were still on the road
and headed for their last two stops, Marshall Leicester in New Haven
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