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Preface


JAMerica: The State of the Union


LET’S GET THIS OUT OF THE WAY. I apologize in advance to any bands who feel themselves unfairly lumped into the jam band category as a result of this book. Personally, I sympathize completely with an artist not wanting to be pigeonholed. The tools, the instruments, the genres, and traditions are all there—why settle for limiting yourself within prefab borders?


The flipside is that “jam band” is a tremendously useful label when used responsibly. It is not, however, useful as shorthand for concert or album reviews that prematurely write off the work under consideration as throwback hippie music. It is never useful when accompanied by the adjective “noodling.” Hippies and noodling are lazy signifiers tossed up to fill in the vacuum of word-count deadlines. I have never once seen a worthwhile guitar player “noodle.” And I saw the Grateful Dead. A lot. To describe a guitarist’s technique as noodling is to throw up your hands and retreat from a deeper layer of guitar playing. Those “noodling” players usually have ear-melting chops and musical knowledge that inevitably leads to improvisational playing, a chance to test those skills by chasing them far enough into the unknown that you can start driving them back again through an elusive, shape-shifting soundscape.


At the core of all jam bands is a dedication to improvisation as a chance to create a unique, spontaneous, artistic/musical event shared between band and artist. A jam band cannot reach that point without the energy of the audience. Nor can the audience reach it without the band. That chance to “go there” and “get off” on the music is the product of a shared agreement between the band and the fan. That singular, shared musical experience is the beating heart of the jam band scene.


Unfortunately, the jam band label has too often been used as a scalpel to cut out that beating heart. So let’s begin by breaking away from a one-dimensional view of the term and look at the characteristics these so-called jam bands share:


        1) Dedication to creating a singular musical event shared by band and audience generally driven by improvisational moments.


        1.a.) My instinct is to state that a certain level of musicianship is necessary to be considered a jam band. The truth is that many jam band musicians are the best schooled (formally or informally) and experienced (road tested) you’ll find outside of an orchestra pit. However—and particularly in the Americana strain of jam band under which I’d include Donna the Buffalo and Railroad Earth—there is affection for the less polished, rougher-hewn, homemade, or “old time” sound. In describing Donna the Buffalo, David Gans sums up this ethos nicely in his interview: “No pretense of instrumental virtuosity, no shredding solos, no wankery whatsoever—just a deep, deep, deep groove and spiritually positive songs that make you glad to be alive and an audience that’s all right there with you.” In these cases overt shows of musicianship would only detract from the larger performance. That said, we must also acknowledge the severe vocal limits many jam band singers suffer from. They eek out a “ragged but right” way through their vocals by creating their own signature squawks and squalls, and the music becomes intertwined with—if not defined by—these limitations. But these limitations can also leave many jam bands sounding amateurish and, thus, open to criticism of their overall musicianship. Ironically some of the weakest vocals can come from the most skilled musicians. In the end, other than an ability to improvise, it’s best not to assume a specific level of musicianship when constructing a jam band definition.


        2) Emphasis on live performance over recorded works. Bands that encourage taping of their performances reinforce this focus.


        3) Conscious effort by the band to connect with a grassroots following of fans. This, naturally, implies reciprocity in the fans’ effort to connect; however, that type of connection appears in every genre of music. The difference in the jam scene is that the fans become a vitally important part of experiencing the band; symbols, rituals, slang, and esoteric history become tickets to fully understanding the band itself. In the process the fans become so closely identified with the band that they often evolve their own names (e.g., Deadheads, Phishheads, The Herd, Spreadheads, etc.) that, simultaneously, link them to the band, make them a more coherent group, and begin to define the individuals even outside of the musical realm.


All of the bands included in this book are, according to my definition, either jam bands or central to the jam band story. Over the two years it took to conduct these interviews I met almost no musicians who embrace that label without reservation. In fact, many made it clear at the outset that they either wanted to distance themselves from the label or had only grudgingly accepted it. There were certainly a handful of bands and artists—perhaps even your favorites—that declined (always through their management) to be interviewed for this book despite being clearly associated with the jam band scene. Was that a result of wanting to distance themselves from the “jam band” label? In some cases, yes, that was my impression. Whatever the reason, if your favorite jam band isn’t interviewed here, there’s a good chance it wasn’t for lack of trying. But as is always the case in jam band land, the show must go on. In cases in which I felt that the band or artist was inevitable as part of a jam band discussion, excerpts of previously published interviews were inserted into JAMerica. All of those instances are noted, and acknowledgments have been provided. Otherwise, all interviews are new and conducted expressly for this book.


As a result of the tension around the jam band label, I felt it was fair and accurate to expand JAMerica’s premise to include the term “festival band.” Jam bands play a lot of music festivals: Mountain Jam in Hunter, New York; Hangout Music Festival in Gulf Shores, Alabama; All Good Music Festival in Thornville, Ohio; Gathering of the Vibes in Bridgeport, Connecticut; High Sierra Music Festival in Quincy, California—far too many to compile here, including the floating Jam Cruise. In some cases bands have organized their own annual festivals, sometimes even named after themselves (e.g., the band moe. has a yearly “moe.down”) or named after their fans (e.g., the Disco Biscuits’ “Camp Bisco”). It is not hard to trace these festivals back to that weary sixties touchstone, Woodstock, that signifies everything these bands fear they’ll be dismissed as once pegged as jam bands. But as of this writing, there is no stigma associated with being a festival band.


In these pages you will hear people struggling with the “jam band” label. It will be pushed, pulled, shunned, and derided despite the fact that it has now been an accurate descriptor for two decades. In an early phone call with Tara Nevins from Donna the Buffalo, she ultimately conceded that because her band was regularly lumped in as a jam band, this book might be helpful in getting a handle around what that term actually means. That’s as close to the animating spirit of this book as I can imagine.


MY FIRST GLIMPSE of the emerging jam band scene came in the fall of 1989 during my freshman year at SUNY Potsdam. By the time I got there I had been to a few dozen Dead shows and was determined that my schooling not interfere with seeing a few dozen more. Grades be damned, that was the way it went down too. However, a few other things happened along the way. Most importantly, I met my lifelong friend, musician, and longtime staple of the Colorado music scene, Todd Weiner. Todd had been trained on multiple instruments, but his main passion was the drums. Unfortunately he wasn’t allowed to practice his drums in the dorm rooms. So when we became roommates Todd played more and more guitar and began teaching me how to play too. He also started playing in a band called Fathead Minnow.


Whenever Fathead Minnow rehearsed I was in the corner of the room watching how a group of individual musicians transforms into a band. As soon as they started gigging around Potsdam I became their roadie, assistant soundman, and number-one fan. For the first time I got to see how a band works from the inside while also learning more about music through my own fledgling guitar studies. This all deepened my passion for the Grateful Dead. However, it also opened me up to the possibility that smaller, upstart bands could replicate the Grateful Dead’s musical, social, and business model.


Fathead Minnow was a jam band in every sense of the term. Along with covers of the Dead, Bob Dylan, Jimi Hendrix, and so forth along with a handful of originals, they also played covers from new bands like Phish, Widespread Panic, and Blues Traveler. The reality is that Fathead Minnow was covering Phish songs shortly after Phish wrote them. We dubbed and passed around copies of Lawnboy by Phish, Space Wrangler by Widespread Panic, and a demo tape by Blues Traveler that ended up making up a chunk of their self-titled debut album. Over time these bands were joined by Aquarium Rescue Unit, the Spin Doctors, the Authority, and many of the other bands referenced, if not interviewed, in this book. In short, the jam band scene was blossoming and, as opposed to the San Francisco-based burgeoning of the psychedelic scene twenty-five years earlier, upstate New York was a great vantage point. There were amazing club shows happening all over the East Coast, and oftentimes bands shared stages with each other. In the summer of 1991 I went to a small musical festival at Arrowhead Ranch in the Catskill Mountains featuring the Spin Doctors, the Authority, TR3, Aquarium Rescue Unit, the Radiators, and Phish. The fact that something new was happening—that the scene the Grateful Dead had pioneered was morphing into this next phase—was apparent everywhere. We weren’t new converts to this scene playing catch-up on twenty-five years of history we’d missed; this was our scene, and it was starting from scratch.


Twenty years later that process has played itself out through subsequent “generations” of jam bands. Like some amplified biblical parable, the Grateful Dead and the Allman Brothers begat Phish and Widespread Panic who begat moe. and the String Cheese Incident who begat. . . . Interestingly the scene has continued long enough that people now associate Warren Haynes with Gov’t Mule instead of the Allman Brothers, and members of the Grateful Dead can be seen playing with kids who were mere toddlers when Jerry Garcia died. At the time of this writing the jam band scene is richer, more diverse, and bigger than ever. Every region has its own music festival, where musical improvisation is the expectation and tapers’ microphone stands poke out of the grass like porcupine quills. Instead of fuzzy bootleg tapes, live shows are posted online and links are e-mailed around the country before the last drum is packed into its carrying case. The Internet was custom made for the jam band scene and has been a tremendous boon to this grassroots-driven culture.


The state of the union is strong.


One recurring theme that came up during these interviews was the distance between jam bands and the corporate music industry. Because jam bands have never relied on record sales for their primary income, they were largely unfazed when corporate record sales took a nosedive. Not only that, but in making their music available through downloads and viewing album sales as only one piece of their larger business plan, they were ahead of the curve in the industry’s response to those lagging sales. The fact is that aside from a few classic albums by the progenitors of the modern jam band scene (the Allman Brothers’ At Fillmore East and Eat a Peach come immediately to mind), the music industry and the jam band scene have seldom bothered interacting. There are many reasons for that, but one major reason is the fact that jam music has never been associated with a single geographical area. Traditionally, the music industry has colonized “hot cities,” turning them into the newest “it” places for breaking bands. But with jam there is no geography to colonize; instead, the bands colonize the geography. They are constantly in motion, absorbing styles from around the country and distilling it through hard-to-classify amalgamations of genre-hyphenated music. Perhaps that’s one reason the jam scene has largely eluded the corporate harvesting visited upon so many cities. Jam isn’t about geography or the fashion that inevitably accompanies it. Outside of pure documentation, it is not camera friendly or “ready for its close-up.” It is aural, and if it is photogenic at all, those lenses are best focused on the audience rather than the bands. Simply put: it’s hard to hit a moving target. And if there is one trait that jam bands have in common, it is being moving targets.


Most music-based oral histories focus on either a single band or on the development of a musical “scene” within a city that went on to become famous for a particular style of music (I’m looking at you, Seattle). However, unlike grunge, jam music isn’t a quick burst on the public consciousness, complete with fashion, a central record label (Sub Pop being the main progenitors of the “Seattle sound”), and a location to pin it on. Depending on who you ask, jam music has been around for anywhere from twenty years to the prehistoric ages. It has kept largely out of the spotlight, quietly growing itself in nurturing pockets around the country where the bands were able to garner early audiences and develop their music before taking it on the road. Once on the road they often played with similarly minded bands in those bands’ home cities, thus broadening the fan-base for both bands. The jam scene is cooperative to the brink of being incestuous—and I mean that in the best way. However, to create a semblance of coherence, I needed to lay some parameters on the development of the jam band scene.


It’s true that the origins of the jam band scene are most strongly rooted in the counterculture bands of the 1960s, most notably the Grateful Dead. However, for the purposes of this book, those bands—and that band in particular—fall under the category of “models and inspirations” for the contemporary jam band scene rather than members. As you will see, there isn’t a band in this book who wouldn’t acknowledge some debt to the Grateful Dead. It’s no reach to say that with no Grateful Dead, there would be no jam band scene. But the larger jam band scene was grown by the subsequent generation of musicians and fans who took note of the band’s music, history, and modes of operation and adapted them for their own purposes. The jam band story belongs to those individuals.


THE JAM BAND and festival scene was launched on America in 1992 under the auspices of the cumbersomely named rock festival Horizons of Rock Developing Everywhere. The festival is commonly referred to by its acronym, H.O.R.D.E. The first incarnation of H.O.R.D.E is a roll call of the fathers of the jam and festival scene: Blues Traveler, Widespread Panic, the Spin Doctors, Aquarium Rescue Unit, and Phish. Interestingly all of these bands also played the previous summer at the short-lived musical Shangri-La known as Arrowhead Ranch.


On July 21 and 22, 1991, Phish headlined Arrowhead Ranch supported by the Spin Doctors, the Radiators, the Authority, and TR3. That same summer Blues Traveler took the Arrowhead stage along with Widespread Panic and the Dreyer Brothers. As with all of these bands—and nearly every band I interviewed—the Arrowhead scene was inspired by the Grateful Dead. The lineup of bands playing there during 1990 and 1991 reflects that. The most direct connection is the appearance of Gratefully Yours, who played there on August 25, 1991, featuring Papa John Creach, former Grateful Dead keyboardist Tom (T. C.) Constanten, and such Dead compatriots and fellow musicians as David Nelson, Steve Kimock, and longtime Jerry Garcia sideman Merl Saunders. Other musicians who played Arrowhead during 1990–1991 include Max Creek, Richie Havens, Hot Tuna, New Riders of the Purple Sage, and Kingfish. There are no more than two degrees (and, in most cases, one) of separation between all of these bands and the Grateful Dead. However, the closest connection is less obvious: that landmark series of shows during the summer of 1991 was organized in part by a fledgling music promoter with incredibly deep music roots—David Graham. David’s father, San Francisco–based music impresario Bill Graham, was known affectionately by Deadheads (and much to his chagrin) as Uncle Bobo. Although many who dealt with him know Graham as a fierce, unrelenting businessman, former Grateful Dead keyboardist Tom Constanten recalls in his JAMerica interview that “Bill had a gentle, considerate side which he hardly ever showed to the public. Sometimes at band meetings you would see his thoughtfulness come out. He would say things like, ‘Don’t tell anyone I said this, but . . .’ Jerry Garcia had a great point about Bill Graham. He said, ‘If he really was the scoundrel that some people made him out to be, he could have gotten a lot richer a lot faster than by making work for musicians.’”


It is impossible to overstate the role that Bill Graham played in promoting the 1960s counterculture bands that shaped today’s jam scene. Graham’s connection to the Grateful Dead is a constant touchstone in the band’s history. If he had done nothing in the music industry besides found the Fillmore West and East, he would still be a legend. However, Graham did much more. One of his final acts in fostering the music scene that he had helped create was to encourage his son’s interest in the nascent jam scene (mainly Blues Traveler, who David managed), which in turn flowered into the Arrowhead shows of 1991. If not for his tragic death in a helicopter crash in October 1991, who knows how Bill Graham could have used his experience and clout to usher the scene to its next incarnation? But with Uncle Bobo gone, it was left to the bands and their equally green crews and management to pick up where Arrowhead left off. As a widely touring band and also central figures in the New York City jam scene, where all of the Arrowhead and H.O.R.D.E. bands played at one time or another (usually at Wetlands Preserve), Blues Traveler, led by the intrepid, ever-feisty John Popper, were in a solid place to keep the energy from the summer of 1991 going into a new venture that would send the hungry jam band scene stumbling into the world.




“We Wanted to Call It Lollapatchouli”


David Graham: I guess the way I originally got into it was the spring of ’89. I was at Columbia University, and a bunch of my friends went to a show at Barnard College, which is across the street. There was this little grass courtyard, and a band was setting up—forty or fifty people sitting on the ground, very mellow scene, nice weekend day in New York. All of a sudden Popper started to blow some notes, and it was like the Pied Piper was playing and everyone just stood up like someone was blowing a human dog whistle. Then the band kicked in and everyone freaked out for like three hours. That was my introduction to Blues Traveler. From that moment on I caught wind of what was going on in the city. The Spin Doctors’ guys played in the bottom of our basement in a fraternity in New York. Some people say they played their first gig with those four members in our basement. I don’t know if it’s true, though. I forget which one came before the other one, but those were the two things that introduced me to the local scene. Then once I got to become friendly with Traveler I started going to the Nightingale, and they played all sorts of venues, and eventually the Wetlands became the go-to place.


Chris Barron: We were looking for places to play. We were playing stuff that nobody knew or wanted to hear. There were kids who wanted to hear the stuff we were playing, but they hadn’t really heard it yet. Then there were the people who ran the clubs, and it’s like, “What the hell is this shit?” They would say, “Um, no, you can’t play here.” In the beginning we would make our own gigs. So we would find some place that would let us use the space, and we would come up with some nefarious stuff for people to eat or drink and just fill some weird room with freaks freaking and just play music for them.


Jono Manson: It was a very fertile time in terms of live music in New York. Coming out of the late seventies into the early eighties with the whole, like, punk and, you know, new wave and all that . . . all of a sudden there was a resurgence of live music clubs. And then there was a whole rockabilly revival and all these kind of moves back towards roots music. And there was always a handful of blues clubs in New York. Like, there was a place just down the street from the Nightingale called Dan Lynch, which was sort of a real . . . the only real sort of roadhouse blues bar that had been there. It was an old Irish bar that had turned into a music club. And at the time that Nightingale—which was on the same block—opened, Dan Lynch had been established for at least a decade at that point. Probably since the midseventies I think it started. I was in a band called the Worms, which was, um, despite our name, was really just a roots rock band. We played—it was an all-original band—but we played sort of jump blues style. Well, we actually played almost every style. And our shows would sort of flow one thing into the next. In that sense we were kind of a jam band. Although a lot of the bands on that scene at the time weren’t jam bands necessarily in the sense that people think of today. In any case this bar, the Nightingale, was down the street, and they had no live music. And I remember the owner of the place stopped into Dan Lynch’s one night when we were playing there and said, “I’d like to start having music in my club. Would you come check it out?” So myself and a couple of the other guys from my band walked into the place, and it was just a dump. Just a dive bar. And we looked around the place and said, “Perfect. This is great.”


John Popper: The beginning of it was when we came to New York City, that Nightingale scene that Jono was, in my mind, king of. We got very into the New York scene, then suddenly started to seem a little different! There was this sort of hippie scene, and we fit right into that.


Jono Manson: The guy was basically saying, “Look, I’ve seen you guys play. I’ve seen some of the other bands that are part of your sort of family of groups, and I want you to come in here and do what you like.” And at first he didn’t even pay the bands, you know. We played in there and passed the hat. But we were willing to do that because we saw the opportunity to create something of our own. We were all young bands. And back then, during that time, lots of little clubs were springing up. I mean, I had years in the early- to mideighties where I played over 365 gigs a year without leaving New York City. Just by virtue of the fact that some days we’d play from eight to ten at one joint and then go play from eleven until four in the morning at another place. So more than one gig a day, four, five days a week, and it would add up to more than 365 gigs a year, without leaving the five boroughs of New York—without barely leaving Manhattan, because the whole Brooklyn scene and everything that’s going on now, that was . . . it was rare that we would do gigs in Brooklyn. Anyways, so that’s kind of how that scene started. And there was a growing interest in live music and particularly blues and roots music, that kind of stuff. I would say that set the stage for what then turned into the jam band revival. And younger bands, like Blues Traveler, would come over. For example, I remember the night I met Joan Osborne, who was also part of our family. Although she came up, she came later. And I remember, you know, she came into the Nightingale one night and walked up to me and Jerry Dugger, who was the bass player in the Worms, and said, “My name is Joan, and I want to be a singer.” And she started working the open mics and there was . . . most of these clubs would have an open mic night, but the quality of the musicianship was really high at the time—there were so many great players around, and there was so much opportunity. And we were all getting paid. And then the Nightingale turned into actually a . . . I mean it was a dump, it was a teeny little bar, but once we developed the scene there, then we started charging a cover at the door. We had a doorman. And the bands got the lion’s share of the money. And we were making, as far as bar band money, you know, four or five times as much as bands are making now for playing a similar venue. And that’s twenty-five years ago. Longer even than twenty-five years ago. It was the early 1980s I’m talking about. Rent on my apartment in Park Slope was five hundred bucks a month. So I was paying my rent easily. We were all working and making money. So I think that is one of the keys, too, to the scene happening. People were working and feeling appreciated in every way—you know, also financially. Now it’s a lot harder for younger bands coming up in little scenes like that to really make a living at it.


Stephen Robinson: In the then-brand-new second-generation jam scene, two of the main acts were Blues Traveler and Spin Doctors. Both of those bands had come up out of playing at two venues in New York City: Wetlands and the very small Nightingale, located at 213 2nd Avenue, at the corner of 2nd Avenue and 13th Street—significant numbers for any Deadhead, particularly me, who was born on that historic day—February 13, 1970—when the Dead played one of the most famous shows they ever played. Every band in the jam scene wanted to play those venues, and it was an honor for us to play them both.


Jono Manson: Blues Traveler, I remember when they first started playing at the Nightingale. They were doing opening slots on weekend nights with some of the more established bands that were on the scene. My group was there. There was another band called the Surreal McCoys, who were . . . again, we were jam bands in the sense that one song would sometimes flow into the next, and we would extend things out. But it wasn’t, you know, jam band in the sense of, like . . . you couldn’t really trace our lineage from the Grateful Dead and that whole line of the tree. We were more influenced by the same things that those guys were influenced by, you know. But still it was a natural progression of things. Then bands like Blues Traveler started showing up on the scene. And younger people started coming. Those clubs were all downtown, the NYU kids—all the college kids would come. And it was a very mixed crowd. You had, you know, the blues and R&B. The audience for that is wide ranging in age. Especially now—it’s an older audience. But the younger bands, the teenage bands were coming in. I mean I was in my midtwenties then, but the difference . . . when you’re in your twenties the difference in age between you and someone who’s seventeen seems gigantic. So those bands were coming in, and the demographic of the audience started to change, and the younger kids were coming with their marijuana, and, uh, that scene started to grow. Also around the same time Spin Doctors started to play, and they had a . . . they used to hold Monday nights at the Nightingale for a long time, which was the crappiest night of the week. And they would pack the place. You know, it was mostly the NYU kids. And so that’s where a lot of those bands really developed their following.


Chris Barron: Yeah, well, the thing that was great about that, when you think about it, the thing with Nightingale, it was more happening outside than it was inside. Inside you’re in there with the band and that was great, there was great music happening, but it’s like a shit hole. Shit hole. God knows what they were doing. Supposedly, the thing that was amazing, from my understanding of the whole Nightingale thing, the phenomenon in the Nightingale was they didn’t really need to make any money. So Tom H., who had nothing to do with anything going on—just booking the bands—he was just standing at the door doing music, nothing else to do with anything else that was going on. But they didn’t care if they made money. . . .


Jono Manson: The Nightingale itself was a drug bar. I mean, there was a house coke dealer in the bar. Remember, this was the eighties in New York City—the whole age of excess. There was a certain early evening clientele. There was a coke dealer that went on duty, every night, at 6 p.m. If you came to the Nightingale around quarter to six, you’d see a lot of Wall Street guys, and they’d be nervously hanging around, waiting for this guy (whose name I won’t mention, because to the best of my knowledge he’s still a free man) to show up. All of a sudden there’s a guy in the bar every night at 6 p.m. selling, like, massive quantities of blow to whoever wants to come in there. You gotta wonder if there aren’t greater forces at work. But none of us ever really questioned it, you know. And yeah, some of the musicians befriended these types who actually were very grateful at the masses that we brought in. It was a very different time than today in terms of . . . you know, you could smoke pot in the bar. People would light up during a show. So there were drugs, for sure.


Chris Barron: Tom could book anything he wanted to. Tom could be this impresario, and he didn’t need any financial motivations necessarily. He made more money when bands brought more people, but somehow he didn’t seem to give a shit really whether you brought a lot of people. If you didn’t bring anybody, he’d keep booking you. Spin Doctors, Blues Traveler—there were nights in there where there was only, like, eleven people, and four of them were our girlfriends and two more were our girlfriends’ friends, and a couple people who actually wanted to see the band. But they stuck with us. Tom stuck with us, and we started building something up. But eventually, when it was superpacked in there, it was like a festival, sort of. It was like our Monday night festival, the cool place to be. I’d go and see Blues Traveler, and I’d seen them innumerable times, so I didn’t go in until I heard them do “Gloria” and I knew it was my turn to get up and do a scat solo with Popper. But it was just as fun outside ’cause people were smoking funny cigarettes and passing a paper bag of something. It was just a whole party that was going on outside.


David Graham: It was quite a scene. I have lived in New York, and I know that music scenes come and go in the city, and this was a very vibrant time for music—and it was cool. The musicians loved playing together. They would jam in and out of each other. The Spin Doctors and Traveler in the early years were very linked up, and also the people who worked with the bands.


Jono Manson: There was a real sense of collaboration, of family, of togetherness as opposed to competition. And that’s something that’s the rarest and most precious element of what was going on then. It was this real sense of collaboration, and nobody felt like they were competing against the other one for their gig. Or like, “Oh well, you got Tuesday night—I wanted Tuesday night.” As a matter of fact, we would be waiting to get off one gig so we could go sit in with somebody else in another place down the street. I mean, the Nightingale—I think the official capacity was like eighty people and we’d have three hundred–something in there. The bar was maybe like thirty feet away, and when you’re done playing a set it took you like half an hour to go get a drink at the bar because there was just so much humanity packed in there. And literally I remember the ceiling—the walls and ceiling—would drip with people’s sweat, like going off into the air. It was great!


There’s something really cool about the home scene, in, like, a homegrown scene, and, you know, it eventually has to grow. So you lose some of that innocence, the energy of that time, and trade it for something that’s more inclusive and that brings in other influences. I think the same thing even happened to the Nightingale scene, where bands from outside of the city were catching wind, “Well this is a dump.” I mean the same with CBGB. Nightingale was to roots rock and the jam band scene what CBGBs was to the punk scene. You know, every punk band . . . I mean CBGBs was a dump too, you know, but that’s where you had to go, that’s where you had to play. Bands were willing—bands were clamoring—to be on a bill with five other bands and not get paid and get screamed at by Hilly the owner because that was the thing to do. The Nightingale became seen that way, whether correctly or incorrectly, by a lot of young bands from out of town, who then started wanting to get booked there. And that did also change the vibe. And then in the next level is the Wetlands.


Jeff Mattson: The band [the Zen Tricksters] started in 1979 as the Volunteers. The first ten years or so we just played in Long Island and New York City, sort of all in the tristate area, not much else. I can remember playing this movable Grateful Dead scene with this guy who would put on bands or dance parties all over the place, and we got hired to play a club on 42nd Street after a Madison Square Garden Dead show around ’88 at a club called Jamming Room, a reggae club. The place was packed, and a guy came up to us and said, “Hey, I’m opening a bar downtown and I want you guys to play.” We were like, “Yeah, yeah, okay”—you hear that kind of thing all the time. Well, come to find out it’s Larry Bloch, and he was opening Wetlands. So we started playing there right from the get-go. I think we played there more than anyone else. That’s the story I’m told.


Dean Budnick: I firmly believe in my heart of hearts that there would not be a Jambands.com, a Jammy Awards, or a modern-day Relix but for Larry Bloch and his efforts in founding Wetlands Preserve. Larry Bloch was an unabashed Deadhead, and when Wetlands opened in February 1989 the club served as a haven for a range of artists committed to improvisation in the live setting. New York is one of the most important media markets in the world, and Bloch’s club became a beachhead for groups that otherwise could not find a place to perform in the city.


John Popper: I think from when Wetlands started and we kind of became the house band until the beginning of H.O.R.D.E. was really the time it felt to me like our scene. Again, that’s my perspective of it, ’cause everywhere I looked it was Blues Traveler ’cause I was in the center of that. I think each band would probably have a story that is quite similar. I think to Mike Gordon it would be all about Phish—and then he bumped into the rest of the world.


Chris Barron: Well, Wetlands gave us a hard time—they took to Blues Traveler. We had to work really hard to get a gig there. This guy Walter booked the place, and on Homebelly Grove, our live record, he’s the guy who is like, “Put your hand together for the Spin Doctors.” I mean something like that. I knew Walter and I’d hang out there. Blues Traveler would be there, and I’d hang out with Blues Traveler, and it took us a long time to break into the Wetlands. It was a pain in the ass, but eventually we did and we were packing that place.


We called it the Manhattan tour. We just played. The thing is, back then, people went out more, and we didn’t have as much competition from stuff at home. People had fun outside of their house instead of at home in front of the computer. If you wanted something cool to happen, you had to leave your house. If you wanted to, let’s say, get some pussy, you had to leave your house. Now people can do computer sex or whatever. But back in the day you had to go find it for real. People went out a lot more. So we’d play every night, and people came. I think it was partly because we were doing weird stuff every night. Not one show was the same every night. So then guys like Kenny at the Bitter End was like, “You guys are the only band that can play every night, you and Blues Traveler—you’re the only bands I know that can play every night and people would come out to see.” I think it’s because we were doing different stuff. We never knew what we were gonna play.


Well, I’ll tell ya what happened—Blues Traveler got signed, they went on the road, then they weren’t playing every night in New York. Then they were playing every month or every two months in New York. So then they got a huge show, and the same thing happened to us. We went out on the road and we were playing New York every couple months. It was out of control, playing places like Roseland and places like that. It was just like mathematics—we weren’t playing as much, so people were just coming out.


Jeff Mattson: Well, Wetlands was always a different place because it was made by hippies for hippies. They had the Eco Saloon with the area for the VW bus and flyers for all the causes and petitions you could sign, and they had meetings and were very serious about it. It was in the contract to keep that going. The owner wasn’t going to sell if they didn’t keep that going. Wetlands Preserve. There were always the drum circles downstairs and all kinds of crazy stuff, like they had speakers in the men’s room and it sounded the best in there! It had a lot of character.


Dean Budnick: Another thing that really contributed to the mission of the club was the fact that although Larry had established it as a for-profit venture, it also supported a full-time environmental and social justice organization that was funded from $80 thousand to $100 thousand a year as an overhead expense. As Larry explains in the film [Wetlands Preserved: The Story of An Activist Nightclub, directed by Dean Budnick], “The idea was that the monetary cost of running an effective activism center wouldn’t be impaired or tied into the profitability of the nightclub. It would be a necessary expense. Just like if we didn’t pay the rent, we would be shut down. If we didn’t fund the social and environmental activism center, we wouldn’t be Wetlands.”
 There is no doubt in my mind that the good intentions that flowed from that commitment found their way into the general vibe of the club and on through the music.
 A major part of Wetlands’ legacy was that it became a proving ground and nurturing spot for emerging acts. People would come into the club on a weekend night based solely on the venue’s reputation. They’d show up without even knowing the bands on the bill, just on faith because those groups had been selected to appear. That was quite extraordinary, and there are only a handful of music venues historically that have carried such clout. Of course this also meant that those groups had to attain a standard based not on their own reputations but rather on the reputation of the club itself. That could be a challenge, but those artists who thrived soon gained word-of-mouth, grassroots support and often a new measure of confidence as well.


Wetlands also became a means by which bands that had thrived in various regions of the country could come together and find like-minded players. In the film Dave Schools explains, “We always thought that Widespread Panic was the only band doing what we were doing until we came up here and we met Phish and eventually we met Blues Traveler and the whole H.O.R.D.E. scene started.”


Alan Evans: Yeah, Wetlands was the spot you aspired to play. Back in the early Moon Boot Lover days we played little clubs like Kenny’s Castaways and a bunch of little spots in the West Village, but then finally you get to Wetlands and that is like, “You made it.” Especially back then, it was us, Screaming Headless Torsos, the Authority, Blues Traveler, God Street Wine, Spin Doctors, there were a ton.


Rob Derhak: We had to play so many crappy gigs in New York before we got a chance at Wetlands. For the jam band scene, the Wetlands was the heart of what there is now—and that built the scene. A lot of bands from New England and New York were feeding off that. Once those bands got big enough to move on, we just slid in with a few other bands into the Wetlands hole. It was all just filling by feeding off of each other.


Stephen Robinson: The first time we played at Wetlands I remember Jay [Bouman] was driving the band van into the city. I think we were coming from doing a show in Albany or a nearby college town the night before. At that time we generally tried to group our shows so we’d be out on the road for as little as a long weekend or as long as a few weeks at a time. We pulled into the side-street right next to Wetlands to load in. The load-in hallway was very narrow, and as it turned out, the band we were opening for, the Authority, had their equipment filling up the hallway. So we unloaded our equipment from the van and had it all in the alley waiting to bring it once the Authority moved their gear. At some point we heard a strange but loud noise from down the alley. It grew louder. Suddenly we saw what it was: a herd of rats charging down the street. They ran through, around, under, and over all our equipment! It was crazy and hilarious. Welcome to New York City and Wetlands!


Dean Budnick: The physical layout of the club was unlike any place I had ever encountered. The stage did not face out into the center of the room, and it was very low, all of which fostered a more intimate connection with the performers. Beyond that the lower level was filled with pillows and comfy chairs. It reminded me of my parents’ paneled basement back in Rhode Island where we would hang out back in high school. It was that comfortable and familiar, all of which enriched the experience and made everything more friendly and personal.


Jeff Mattson: I think having a dedicated jam band place in New York City really meant something. It meant the rest of the country could look and say, “Well, they are recognizing it in New York City.” All the bands that came to much greater fame came through there: Phish, Widespread Panic, Spin Doctors, Blues Traveler, all those bands, Warren Haynes, Joan Osborne, Dave Matthews. I saw the Donna Jean Godchaux Band there, and I became good friends with Donna. Now I’ve been playing with her for years.


Stephen Robinson: Once we got inside Wetlands we took a few minutes to look around and absorb the reality of playing in a venue with such history and significance. I remember reading all the band names that were signed in the back load-in hallway—everyone from huge New York City punk bands to grunge bands like Pearl Jam (who were, of course, enormously popular at that point) to all the fellow small-time bands that we knew and played with as we all crisscrossed our way around the East Coast college circuit. In those days, before YouTube and the Internet, I actually had no idea what the inside of Wetlands would look like before I played there. I remember thinking it was smaller than I expected and being surprised at the big pole right in the middle of the stage! We were used to playing venues of this size—mainly bars and event halls in the Northeastern college towns. We had also been opening for some of the bigger acts in those days, like Widespread Panic. In fact, Wetlands was not even in the top five biggest venues we had played from a strictly physical size perspective. But once I got on that stage, I felt like I was playing the most important gig of my life. I probably can’t remember 99 percent of the gigs I played back in those days, just because of the time that has passed since then, but I definitely remember a number of moments from that show. We had a small group of fans that came just for us, although we were still pretty new to playing in New York City at that point. There were also a good number of Authority fans who had showed up early enough to give us a shot. I remember taking the time during our set to look at the other guys in the band and across the room and making sure I was taking it all in. When that crowd cheered, it sounded louder and more significant than cheers at other venues, regardless of whether it was actually louder. I also remember the Authority came on after us and showed us how the fuck it is done. That band was never given anywhere near their due. They blew the roof off every show we played with them over the years. They had women taking off their shirts. They had men dancing like giddy children. Their lead singer, Rene, just owned the stage. Hell, he owned the crowd! We left Wetlands desperately wanting to step up our game. We wanted to not just play there; we wanted to belong there. I’m sure a lot of bands felt that way—and in that sense I bet Wetlands helped improve the quality of live music in the jam scene far beyond the ways people traditionally think of. I think bands left there wanting to grow into the shoes that they had just had the honor of stepping into.
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