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FOREWORD


By John Mayer


WHEN I WAS ASKED TO WRITE A FOREWORD TO A newly unearthed manuscript written by Robert Hunter, I immediately said yes. I knew that anything that came from his mind would interest me. Looking back on it, I suppose I was semiprepared to read something abstract and to search for the messages where they might be hiding. After all, historically, lost works of art tend to help explain why they might have been shelved in the first place. Time bears out the best of the unpublished, and, eventually, all that remains are high hopes and some assemblages of fits and starts.


It was around the very first page of this book that I realized that was not the case, and that I was holding one of the most important documents in Robert Hunter’s—and Grateful Dead’s—history. A lost box of film that, when developed, would reveal some of the most striking images you’ve ever seen, the kind that make you go slack-jawed and your heart race. What you’re holding in your hands is not a recollection or a reconstruction. It is not a sifting through the sands of time to reach the long out of touch; it is a journal of the coming of age of one of the greatest lyricists the modern music world has ever known, and, at times, his friend, a young man known simply as “Jerry.” It is also a stark, deeply sensory account of the early 1960s that is brought to life so tactilely that, at times, it’s hard to believe you’re not peering through a viewfinder.


History can only hold on to so much, and so it’s usually the big shiny things that fit neatly into easily digestible timelines that it recalls, when all the while we know there was more—the seemingly insignificant car rides and the late-night talks and the countless times when nothing happened, except the slow and steady internal formation of a brilliance that would go on to change the world. We also know that these memories belong solemnly to the artists, until they drift away from their own grasp as well.


For decades, Deadheads have considered the story told, at least by its originators. Their interpretation might evolve, but the words in the story, they’ve dried on the page. Passionate followers of this music have learned to make the most of what was so generously given, reconstructing the dream through music, lyrics, photos, and anecdotes. Through the collective work of millions, they have pieced together a scale model of a dream that, in reality, was shared by six or eight or ten young men beginning in the early 1960s.


Our dreams of this music were Robert Hunter’s life experiences, before all the years combined, as he would later go on to write. They are both milestone and mundane, and sometimes we the reader take on the task of separating one from the other, and perhaps seeing the big in the small, and vice versa. Where nothing happens, everything happens within; there is no moment too oblique, no sense too slight, not to investigate with the sharp and playful poetic mind that we would come to know years later through Hunter’s lyrics. It’s always surprising to me that even while the timbre is developing, the artistic voice is always there, no matter how early you go back. These stories are spoken in a very familiar rhythm—the swirl of the fingerprint is already deeply set.


And so, as keepers of the story, both young and old, whether Deadheads with fifteen years under their belt (me) or sixty, this is something new to us all: the great reveal of the early days of what would become the duo of Robert Hunter and Jerry Garcia, arguably the greatest songbook in American history, and a band called Grateful Dead. But all icons begin as people, and all art begins as their sensation of the world around them, and this is a deeply personal account of both. We have always considered ourselves lucky to be given so much through the words and music, and today, we have gotten even luckier. This is a gift—a rare, special, and important hand-drawn blueprint by the architect of the dream himself. Discovering just a page of this book would have been enough to rejoice over. That we have hundreds is a reality I’m still trying to get my head around. Time itself has revealed something truly magnificent, and there is beauty to be found on every page.
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INTRODUCTION


By Dennis McNally


AS THE GRATEFUL DEAD’S WIZARDLY, ICONIC LYRICIST, Robert Hunter created a mythic universe of stories in songs, an omni-dimensional America that included mountains, seas, deserts, and stars in their heavens. It was a nation of no fixed era or boundaries, populated by ramblers, gamblers, saints, wastrels, rogues, and visionaries (sometimes all in one character), cats (real and China), alligators, wolves, coal miners, judges, angels, fairies, locomotive engineers, soldiers, sailors, and the dying . . . among other things.


In 1962, at the age of twenty, he began work on a novel, a roman à clef titled The Silver Snarling Trumpet. In hindsight, it was a dry run, what his friend Brigid Meier called a launching pad for his life in words, although the form would change with practice. Later, he would observe that the subculture that would become known as the Grateful Dead began as a cluster of relationships long before there was a band; Trumpet is the story of that earliest community. As Dead Heads read this tale, they will come to realize that it is also the two-hundred-page version of the masterpiece lyric Hunter fashioned in the 1990s, “Days Between.”


Robert Hunter was born Robert Burns in 1941 near San Luis Obispo, California. His family was sundered by his father’s alcoholism, desertion, and a subsequent divorce, and Robert spent several years in a string of foster homes. The result, as he later put it, was that he “had probably more than the usual load of sensitive bullshit as a young man.”


His life improved when his mother married Norman Hunter, a publishing executive. Robert adopted his stepfather’s surname and learned from him: Norman would see the phrase “merciless north” in an essay and vividly mark Robert’s life by hurling the paper across the room with the comment, “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 immediate 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. Longer term, it was surely not accidental that just around this time, he began to write his first novel, a fifty-page handwritten fairy tale. He stuck with that self-image. Though he would concede as an adult 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, when his grandmother gave him a Hawaiian steel guitar, and in his teens, he picked up cello, violin, and trumpet.


The Hunters eventually settled in Palo Alto, where Robert attended high school for the tenth and eleventh grades. He joined the band and orchestra, the Free Thinkers Club (“the first I’d heard of atheism”), and the wrestling team, which gave him regular-guy credentials. In 1957, the family moved to Stamford, Connecticut, for his senior year and upended his circumstances. He resumed life as an outsider in a conservative, socially restrictive world, enlivened only by his first band, an old-fashioned combination of Dixieland and rock and roll called the Crescents, for which he played trumpet.


After a semester at the University of Connecticut in the fall of 1958, useful only for learning about Pete Seeger and folk music, he returned to Palo Alto, was jilted by an old flame, enlisted in the National Guard, completed his initial tour of duty, and returned to Palo Alto in March 1961. Soon after his arrival, he attended a production of Damn Yankees at the Commedia Dell’arte there and an old friend introduced him to the volunteer lighting technician, a young proto-beatnik named Jerry Garcia. A day or two later, they met again at the local coffeehouse, Saint Michael’s Alley. Along with Garcia’s friend Alan Trist, a student from England taking a gap year before university, they began a conversation that would last their lifetimes.


Though he was only eighteen when they met, Garcia clearly had an outsize, charismatic personality that made him the center of their little group. A streetwise, intuitively nonconformist San Franciscan who had adopted Kerouac’s On the Road as a life guide, he had talent as a painter, having studied with the well-known Beat assemblage artist Wally Hedrick at the San Francisco Art Institute, but he had shifted his focus to playing music. “He played the guitar anywhere from twenty-four to thirty-eight hours a day,” Hunter wrote, “which would tend to be unnerving even if he were Segovia. However, he was not Segovia; he was Jerry. And the very act of being Jerry was, in his estimation, an excuse for almost anything.”


Their group was rounded out by Trist, an eccentric fellow named Willy Legate, and a high school student named Barbara “Brigid” Meier.


Alan would later remark that “like any proper Englishman, I was a bit of a renegade.” A literary intellectual who was up on Rimbaud, Dylan Thomas, and the Beat bible, Don Allen’s New American Poetry, Alan had even visited the legendary Beat Hotel in Paris. He was enthusiastic, stylish, and catalytic. Hunter would recall the thrill of absorbing “Howl” for the first time at Alan’s, thinking “someone was going to bust in and arrest me for reading it.”


Willy had a room that, along with his cigarette stash, he frequently shared with Hunter and Garcia. Legate was tall and stooped, with an enormous head, a bulging forehead, and thick glasses. Raised in Arkansas, he’d 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 cadge vials of LSD from the manufacturer.


He never, wrote Hunter, “said a great deal, or if he did, it was mainly incomprehensible.” He “could always be found at one extreme pole or the other, politically, mentally, and Willy-wise.” Mostly, he responded to questions with “Won’t tell ya.” Years later, Garcia reflected 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.” Hunter concluded, “Willy was the kind of person who somehow made you wonder just who you were, where you were going, and if maybe he didn’t have the right idea after all.”


Brigid Meier was their precocious younger sister, beautiful and at least as well read as the rest—and eager to learn more. A budding intellectual, artist, and poet, she had, as she recently wrote, “a healthy dose of rabid anti-authoritarianism combined with a sense of the absurd; we knew we didn’t belong to the dominant culture of consumerism and conformity.” In 1962, she wrote a poem about them all; she was “in rapture of the thing / where we are all in love / with Life / and each other.” She was their spiritual glue.


Finally, there was Hunter, who Brigid’s poem called “the blind man” with his glasses, the observer. Garcia would assess Hunter’s depiction of people in Trumpet as generally quite accurate, except for his portrayal of himself, which he tends to omit. His subject is their scene, which they were all preternaturally aware of as being special. They roamed from their “library,” Kepler’s Books, where they read and talked (and where the kindly owner protected them despite their penury), to their hangout at the coffeehouse, to the Felliniesque parties at places like the boardinghouse known as the Chateau.


It was a scene, Hunter recorded, where “love was the essence of it, and a sense of kinship touched each of us . . . though it is the sort of thing that cannot quite withstand the harsh light of scrutiny.” Alan saw it as well. “And then there’s a love thing,” he added. “We all feel it sometimes, but we’re afraid to say it, and sometimes we wish we’d said it when it’s too late to. When you suddenly realize how close you came to losing your last chance, or how suddenly you might lose it, it’s time to start reworking your values.”


One reason for their intimate connection was the car accident a month before that had blown Garcia out of his shoes and through the windshield, cost Alan an inch of height through a back injury, and killed their friend Paul Speegle, whose art had impressed them.


“That’s how this group really began . . . I mean, as more than a social clique,” Hunter recorded Jerry as saying. “A lot of us seemed to realize this and it drew us closer together. It all happened just before you [Hunter] came around. You missed the game, but you got the score, though. That’s the thing that counts in the end.” The accident, and the fact that he had survived—and that Speegle had not—made Garcia “realize that I could never be sure where I’d be tomorrow, or even if I’d be alive. That’s why I’m living like I am now, doing what I want to do instead of working away at some job to establish the security for a tomorrow I might never be around to see.”


Their attitudes were not at all political—“If the truth be known,” Hunter wrote, “with a few exceptions (notably Willy), our collective political knowledge and views were next to nonexistent. Besides being positively anti-HUAC (as who wasn’t), anti-bomb (we had our own personal interests to consider), and anti–present administration (as who, in the history of mankind, hasn’t been?), we more or less didn’t give a collective damn about such goings-on in general.”


Instead, they were consciously anti-consumer. Hunter ranted on the subject: “Daddy, security blanket, and God; an air-conditioned, employer-employee relationshipped, wage-scaled holy trinity with 5 percent of your yearly earnings in the form of a Christmas Bonus masquerading as the Virgin Mary.”


“We were different from other human creatures and knew it; reveled in it.” Hunter depicted them singing as they strolled down the street, which would lead people to “avert their eyes as though afraid to admit the presence of such an enormous breach of etiquette . . . the same people who would pause for minutes to observe the twisted metal and broken glass of an automobile accident. But then, an auto wreck was more socially acceptable than we were.”


Their scene was a part of the bridge from Beat to hippie. As such, Hunter wrote later, Trumpet was a “representative artifact of the dawn of the sixties.” They knew something was happening, but they didn’t yet know quite what it was . . . so they waited. “While we were waiting, we learned one another, for this was a time when all guards were down and pretention was ridiculous on its face, except in jest. Guards were down, but never the faith of the true believer . . . at least not in the conviction that ‘it’ would one day walk through that very door.”


The book’s title is a quotation from John Keats’s “The Eve of St. Agnes,” a celebration of romantic love that begins with a man about to die. It gave Hunter his identity as a writer, and in the years to come, he would fully earn the label.


Though he had a reputation for contrarianism—and it was definitely inadvisable to ask him about the meaning of his songs— Hunter’s treatment of me as the band’s historian was kindness in itself, including lending me his copy of The Silver Snarling Trumpet early in the 1980s as I began research. It was a gold mine of information, capturing not only events but attitudes and atmospheres. His gift for deep understanding and expression, something he later called his ability to describe hallucinations, is already on display in the novel, as is his ear for speech and his sharp wit.


There’s a scene in which they sit in Saint Michael’s Alley and discuss a play they’re writing together. “The dialogue’s beginning to drag a little,” Trist said, “so we’ve decided 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 flattened 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.


They could be wonderfully silly, taking alliterative wordplay into the stratosphere, “fertile feliciousness of your prehensile predilection.” Or, when stoned, they decided that the typewriter in the room had legs, which elicited Alan’s comment, “Nothing but run-on sentences, horrible . . . horrible.” Humor was at the core of their love for one another.


Hunter also makes an honest historian, describing his brief career of singing with Garcia (“Bob and Jerry”) before Garcia moved on, reminding Robert, “You’ve got your writing . . . singing is a pastime for you.”


Late in 1961, Trist returned to England. None of them were great correspondents, but nine years later, he would return to California to join the Dead. Before he left, they gathered again to walk around San Francisco. On that walk, “the love scene had seen fit to reappear for a few moments, that was all. Only this time, there was no talk, no heralds, no sense of tingling anticipation surrounding her visit. On a morning in San Francisco, after a small party, traveling down an unfamiliar street at early dawn, she had found us, and she looked the same as always.”


Hunter and Garcia and the rest of the Grateful Dead would spend the succeeding decades creating a love scene that would flourish beyond all expectations. The Silver Snarling Trumpet is the first blossom of the many flowers that were to come.





 


 


 


 




The silver, snarling trumpets ’gan to chide: 


. . .


The music, yearning like a God in pain.


—John Keats, “The Eve of St. Agnes”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I’VE JUST READ THE MANUSCRIPT OF THIS BOOK FOR THE FIRST time, twenty years, or nearly so, after writing it. The events detailed occurred in my nineteenth and twentieth years, and it was written immediately after the last scene occurred and was my major occupation for the following year.


Although the last chapter speaks of the breakup of the scene, many of the “hard core” herein described are still functioning together, so it was not as easy to dismiss as all that, prophet of melancholy as I was.


Some of the characterizations are shallow, and I gave myself the last word on subjects several times, which I may not have had. Jerry Garcia once said that I got everyone down with some degree of accuracy in the book, except myself. Some of the characters, notably Rudolph Jackson, the sad trumpet player who wanders in and out of the story, are accurate to a T; others, such as David X., are given short shrift with a couple of lines not indicating their actual bearing on the scene.


I made one bad error in composition, in that I felt the first draft was too short to make a respectable book, so I rewrote it, waxing eloquent whenever possible, which explains a lot of the extraneous and repetitive philosophizing that mar the book, much of it being downright trite. However, to change it or delete it would be a disservice to the twenty-year-old mind that conceived it, and whose book it is, scarcely mine.


Not to write my own review (and then he does), but I think there is a value in the book I scarcely dreamed of when writing it. It occurs to me that it is a representative artifact of the dawn of the sixties and that the attitudes and experiences we had were being more or less duplicated here and there about the country in an era best designated post-Beat and pre-hippie. Pot was extremely scarce, and LSD had not yet appeared. Bennies were rare, but sometimes we scored thirty or forty and abused them mightily till we ran out. Coffee and wine made do. It gives me a certain pride to note that our “scene” did not evolve from getting stoned: that came somewhat later, with mixed blessings.


We were the first front of “war babies” hitting the streets for the first time. Roy Kepler and the staff at his bookstore in Menlo Park allowed us to exist in an intellectual atmosphere with a built-in library. People heard there was a scene and fell by; the periphery of our social life extended to hundreds of bright, interesting folks from Stanford, the surrounding community, and the flowering local electronics industry.


I don’t plead the book as a piece of good writing, that is as may be, and my ego is pretty disinvolved after two decades, but as a singular curiosity whose value is wholly unintentional on the part of the writer.


I feel apologetic to those I failed to mention, especially Karl Moore, who was angry at not being included, but figured it made no difference since it was the worst book ever written anyway.


I have no intentions of ever publishing this record, being content to preserve it as an “archive item” whose chief value will be to refresh my memory of what I was about every couple of decades, and to serve as source material for those with time and energy to construct a more complete picture of these and subsequent events.





 


 


 


 




With reverence adorn thine acts and face,


That he may delight to speed us up the mount;


Think that it dawns but once, this day of grace.


—Dante, Purgatorio, Canto XII












 


 


 


For Darjeeling
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Preface


“AND SO?” WELL, THAT SEEMS TO BE THE ULTIMATE QUESTION itself. To the novice weaver, the transition from pattern to tapestry must be fraught with the same uncertainty; will the work, when completed, be worth the money expended for materials, or the time patiently spent over the loom? Each man, it appears, has his Dantean path, replete with his personal leopards, lions, and she-wolves, each dedicated to the lifelong task of chasing him from the road that seems to lead so surely to the all-encompassing light. Consequently, he often loses himself in the forest by the way; the paths and hiding places of which the beasts know so much better than he; or finds himself running to a modern-day Daniel with a PhD to find out why he runs from that which pursues him (or to be convinced, while the beast pants at his heels, that he is not being fazed at all).


There is no time of life so ripe for gathering the fruits of experience as that indecisive time which occurs before turning off the side path of youth onto the highway that parallels it. It is a time when the highway, with its awesome promise, lies just across the way, but the No Trespassing signs keep one from cutting across the ripening meadows that offer an alluring shortcut. Both roads seem to stretch to infinity, winding through forests and beside rivers . . . some mighty and some insignificant. The test, in the end, is not of being on the more resplendent highway but of the method by which the transition is accomplished, if ever.


Some never complete the transition, and you can see many of them hopping off the freight trains outside Los Angeles in order to escape the clutches of the “Bulls” who lie in wait for them, clubs poised, in the railroad yards . . . that eternal haunt of the uncertain path, the man who is waiting to trip you up when you’re not doing nobody no harm, just living your life.


Some make the cross too quickly and uneventfully to ever completely appreciate that which lies around the turns and in the ditches that run beside the highway; too quickly to ever savor the lingering shadows with which it can tint the memory. Memory, after all, is what endures when all the beautiful groves along the road have been enjoyed and all the enticing caves explored.


We exist not in the future, nor in the past, but in that precise, unmeasurable point of time that rushes headlong into the next point and is called the present. Memory is that intangible concept that fits these “instants” into a continuum. A motion picture may be stopped in the middle of an action, and that which is occurring on the film will be captured, immobile, upon the screen. The picture thus held contains an infinity of the aforementioned “instants” (not even considering the rest of the reel, since infinity can be added to and subtracted from and still remain infinity, by its very nature; or so I was informed by a mathematically inclined acquaintance). What has already been projected upon the screen is memory, what is to come is future; what is retained upon the screen is a mixture of past and future, except for one infinitely minute point, which is present.


It goes against the venerable spirit of “Zen” to try to stop the picture in our lives. ’Tis not only “un-Zen” but impossible . . . this way dwells madness or, at least, mild frustration.


Somewhere along the road is the point at which one must cross over or continue forever kicking up dust along the primary path. For some, it is a painful crossing, for others an exuberant sort of sad joy. It is a youth that has suddenly been brought face-to-face with the concept of losing youth (a cognition that one must assimilate before transition is possible). Frightening, but altogether necessary.


There is no end to the journey short of senility (which has stopped at a convenient spot . . . sometimes a warm, shaded grove; sometimes a granite rock exposed to the merciless beating of the sun) or death, an end to all roads, or perhaps the beginning of another.


The ending of this tale is only the finis of a “stage.” “Stages!” . . . the ever-recurrent bends in the road that must eventually lead to where the road builder paused in the inviting shade of a roadside nook to look back upon what he had done. Impressed with the Herculean task he had taken on, he paused longer than he expected, so inviting was the rest, and there may still be found, lost in reflection.


Even the Methuselah must eventually find his nook.




Look up and down that long lonesome road,
Where all your friends have gone, my lord,
Where you and I must go.


Look up and down that long lonesome road,
Hang down your head and cry, poor boy,
Hang down your head and cry.


—Trad. Folk
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I


MENLO PARK, 1961. IT IS ON SUMMER DAYS WITH TIME on my hands and little or nothing to do that I remember other summer days with time on my hands. It was a different sort of time; the sort of time over which the years hang gaudy veils, making them appear much brighter than perhaps they were. But that’s a good thing really. A man’s now is often such an overpowering collection of effects from causes but dimly remembered that bygone days must occasionally fan the forge . . . if only to convince him that his blade was ever truly tempered to do the sizable job of carving set before him. What is a man’s mind, after all is said and done, but a collection of memories . . . and what is his present but a collection of infinitely tiny points of now whose value, in the end, must be measured in terms of what memory, the eventual edifice of which is his character?


I think that I began to realize this somewhere back in a certain conglomeration that has its existence now only as a pleasant chuckhole somewhere in my brain. Strange to think back on those days when it was perfectly natural that we all slept on the floor in one small room . . . and woke up wanting cigarettes that none of us had, so we passed around the few decent-sized butts that had collected in the fishbowl, remnants of more plentiful times, then went out on early-morning excursions along mist-dampened streets to find more.
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