

[image: ]






Praise for So Many Roads


“Refreshingly, the ups and downs of the ’80s and ’90s get as much attention as the glory days of the ’60s.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Highly skillful, well-written, and comprehensive . . . Perhaps better than any other Dead book, Browne’s offers a clear and deep picture of the members’ interpersonal relationships and stature (both real and perceived) within the group. . . . Of the spate of Dead-related biographies, memories, and musical appreciations that have appeared in bookstores recently, the informative and evocative So Many Roads is the best.”


—Houston Press


“The Grateful Dead’s epic 30-year odyssey to push the limits of American music-making is its own Rashomon: everyone has their own view of how it all went down. But Browne’s innovative approach—time-tripping to crucial evolutionary points in the band’s history—reveals much that had been hitherto obscured in previous accounts and proves to be an education and revelation even for the seasoned Deadhead reader with a shelf of books on the subject.”


—Steve Silberman, author of NeuroTribes: The Legacy of Autism and the Future of Neurodiversity and co-author of Skeleton Key: A Dictionary for Deadheads


“Great . . . Well-written and capacious and digressive and wonderful: purchase the fucker.”


—Thoughts on the Dead blog


“An exhaustive, entertaining history of the Grateful Dead’s long, strange trip.”


—People


“Righteous testimonial to the anarchic goodness that was the Grateful Dead . . . [Browne is] right about most everything. He also appropriately places emphasis on things other biographers have overlooked. . . . One of the better books on the band and welcome reading in this 50th anniversary year.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“A page turner . . . Feels like a beautiful and intriguing documentary . . . Gives fans who could only dream of being backstage an intimate novel-like story of how things played out on stage and behind-the-scenes. Browne’s interviews with insiders and surviving members enabled him to create a three-dimensional portrait of the complex band.”


—Parade


“Browne proves particularly adept at cutting through the Dead bread and circuses to engage the sound.”


—Dallas Morning News


“Stands out thanks to new interviews and access to the band and its extensive archives.”


—Billboard


“Browne is to be commended for telling the Dead’s story completely and not just focusing on the band’s glory years of 1969–74 (or 1977, depending on whom you ask). . . . It’s hard to imagine a better book for a Dead neophyte to start with.”


—Library Journal


“Whether you’re a tie-dyed Deadhead, late-arriving ‘Touch’-head, or merely curious, So Many Roads offers an engaging account of an idiosyncratic American musical institution.”


—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel


“An engaging read.”


—Hartford Courant


“The real deal.”


—Jerry Garcia’s Middle Finger blog


“In the unusual way it mirrors the Grateful Dead’s singular approach to improvisational music, So Many Roads is unique in the extensive bibliography devoted to the iconic rock ’n’ roll band. . . . A near-immaculate modern-day entry into the lengthy bibliography devoted to the Dead.”


—All About Jazz


“Far and away the best of the volumes published this year on the matter. . . . One of the more skilled biographers of our time . . . Browne has a fiction writer’s knack for continuous revelation such that the pacing and details allow us to see the significance of related events for the first time—there’s a humanness to the reporting that immerses us deep into the land of Garcia and Co. and keeps us clamped to the edge of our seats. . . . His words seem to fully capture the tone and timbre of each decade chronicled here, so much so that we almost feel as though we are living through those times once again.”


—PopMatters


“The new book weaves an engrossing tale that takes readers onto stages and into recording studios, the group’s communal home in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district, band meetings, stints in rehab . . . and always, into the music. . . . A compelling read . . . So Many Roads couldn’t get you closer to the Grateful Dead if it came with a free tab of blotter.”


—WBUR.org (Boston)


“[A] fascinating telling of the history of the Grateful Dead . . . This book is a great way to understand them.”


—San Francisco Book Review


“Browne creates a mix of the familiar and the new that will appeal across the boards.”


—New York Journal of Books


“[An] excellent and rich new Dead biography.”


—Relix


“An all-encompassing narrative portrait of the iconic mid-20th century band the Grateful Dead . . . Much has been written about the band, but nothing quite as vibrant and vivid as So Many Roads.”


—Magnet


“David Browne does a grand job . . . to create a tale that almost functions as a novel.”


—Record Collector


“A grand opus of a book . . . The writer for Rolling Stone has given us a portrait of the band through a very straightforward concept . . . a complex story told with an exacting style . . . newcomers as well as hardcore fans will surely dig.”


—Bureau of Arts and Culture magazine


“Browne gets at the truth—or as close to the truth as you can get given that most of the participants were high on one substance or another—through broad and scrupulous research. . . . If you want to find out how they got there, or just celebrate the band’s 50th anniversary, So Many Roads is a smart and satisfying read.”


—Best Classic Bands


“A comprehensive and definitive chronicle of one of the greatest bands of American musicians whose influence continues unabated and undimmed, So Many Roads is like a family album filled with those whose spirits are undying.”


—Ventura County Reporter


“There have been many books chronicling the Dead’s five-decade career, but Browne’s might be the most ambitious effort yet.”


—The Daily Caller
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FOR MY MOTHER,


RAYMONDE LELLA BROWNE


who instilled in me a love of reading and writing


and tolerated all those years of loud records


(by the Dead and many others) in our home.









TUNING UP (OR, INTRO)


Leave it to the ever-perceptive Mountain Girl, also known as Carolyn Adams Garcia, to articulate one of the goals for this book better than I could at the time. During one of many research trips to various points on the West Coast, I visited MG at her home in Oregon. It wasn’t the first time she welcomed yet another writer wishing to pick her brain about the Dead and her relationship with Jerry Garcia.


As we sat down at her dining room table, a tape of a vintage Dead concert playing in the background, I told her I was also in search of not merely the story and music of the band but a bigger picture as well—their fascinating dynamic. To clumsily show what I meant, I put my two hands together, interlocked my fingers, pulled them apart and joined them together again.


“Oh, that’s the mystery!” she said, picking up on what I was trying to get at. “How those guys did what you just did with your fingers. How did they get together and relate to each other?” Then she partly answered her own question: “They really worked on it. They wanted it badly. They were glued to the enterprise.”


The how and why of that enterprise has captivated me since I first discovered the Dead’s music. Actually, I saw the Dead before I heard them. In the early seventies, when I was just a little kid, I came across one of those early rock history books in a local library in my New Jersey shore town. Flipping through it, I came upon a photo of the Dead circa 1969, the lineup that included both Pigpen and Tom Constanten. They looked like a welcoming bunch of hippie-cowboys, and I was as intrigued by the photo as only a kid who grew up with Old West myths and pop music could be. One of the albums in my fledgling record collection was Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young’s Déjà vu, so I knew Garcia’s name and photo from the liner notes, thanks to his guest role on “Teach Your Children.” But I needed to know more about his day job.


Not long after, I received my first FM radio, and if memory serves, one of the first songs I heard on it, by way of WPLJ-FM in New York, was “Casey Jones.” “Oh,” I thought, “that’s the Grateful Dead.” I loved the groove and lead guitar in the song—and couldn’t believe I heard the word “cocaine” in a song on the radio—and I soon bought my first Dead album, Workingman’s Dead (home, of course, to “Casey Jones”). From that point on I kept up with the new releases, and even when I swerved into other artists and genres in the decades ahead, from indie rock to Celtic folk to electronica, I often found myself circling back to the Dead: from the time that college buddy taught me how to play the riff to “China Cat Sunflower” (so much fun that we played it over and over for maybe a half-hour) to the phone call I received in 1987 from an editor at Rolling Stone asking if was interested in reviewing their new album, In the Dark. I’ll also never forget the sight of another college buddy, a guy named Phil, who wore a Dead yarmulke during the Jewish holidays—and these were in the late-seventies infancy days of rock merchandise.


Having grown up hearing singer-songwriters and folk rock, I naturally loved Workingman’s Dead, American Beauty, and Garcia, three of my first Dead-related purchases. (I’m also one of those people who feels the Dead made many, many terrific albums, even though, as I learned, the musicians themselves generally disparaged their studio work and only thought their songs truly came to life before or after they appeared on vinyl or CD.) I thought I had the Dead figured out, but, of course, I was wrong. From hearing their albums to eventually seeing them live, starting in the eighties, I realized what a wide swath they cut in music and the culture. Their forays into country, bluegrass (Garcia with Old and in the Way), experimental music (Lesh with Seastones), and improvisation (good chunks of concerts and live albums) helped introduce a naïve kid like myself to those styles and approaches. From record to record, side project to side project, you never knew what you would get with these guys, and that was part of the fun (and sometimes the exasperation). At least they weren’t predictable. For me the Dead also refuted the argument that England has given us the legendary rock bands (the Beatles, the Who, the Rolling Stones) while America has largely contributed classic solo performers (Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly, Dylan, Springsteen). The Dead were a great band, and very much American.


In the many, many years since my introduction to the Dead world I saw the band live and also kept up with its post-Garcia offshoots. Starting in 2008 I was fortunate enough to interview the surviving members for numerous stories for Rolling Stone, where I found myself on the—pardon the pun—Dead beat. Each man was never less than sharp, opinionated, and candid about the band’s past and present, which, in a public-relations-manipulated world, was absolutely refreshing. They called it as they saw it, and it was easy to respect that.


In some ways those conversations were the launch point for this book, which presented me with the most daunting challenges of my career. So much has been written about the Dead: in print, online, in liner notes, you name it. The books, articles, websites, blogs, and academic papers devoted to them are mountainous. Longtime historians and journalists have written authoritative, superbly researched accounts that every Deadhead should read and study. What in the world could I, a relative outsider, bring to this story?


A different structure, for one. When I ran the idea of doing a Dead biography (pegged to their fiftieth anniversary) past my wife, Maggie, an always astute and insightful editor, she had an immediate idea: fifty years, fifty vital days. A great if overwhelming idea, it nonetheless sparked something: What if one painted a selective portrait of the band—its music, its members, and the times around them—by making each chapter about one significant or representative day, using it as a window into what was happening with the Dead during that period? Given the colorful, multihued characters and settings that comprise the Dead saga, I tucked the idea in the back of my brain and began my research. In the end I went with a somewhat curtailed version of that concept (not quite fifty, but enough). I’m sure every Deadhead or band or family member will have their own ideas about which days should have been selected, and I welcome feedback. But for me these were ones that give this epic saga some shape, and these are the tales I heard along the way.


Of course, the Dead story is not just many days but many stories. Their narrative takes in the rise of an alternative culture; the changes in rock ’n’ roll as music and business; the role of technology, especially on stage; the beginnings of a shared community that would lead to social media. In the late seventies Bob Weir bristled when the TV interviewer pegged the Dead as “a sixties band.” He was right to be irked: as my research began making clear, the Dead mirrored their times—from the free-living sixties to the rehab-friendly eighties—more than they probably ever intended.


As Mountain Girl also suggested, it’s also a story about people: young men from disparate musical and cultural backgrounds who joined together, helped transform the sound of popular music, grew together into older men, and shunned responsibility yet had it thrust upon them in any number of ways. It’s about the ways in which they coped with that success and each other as time, lifestyles, and financial weight pressed down upon them. It’s not always a serene story: as I learned over three years and interviews with over a hundred friends, family members, musical colleagues, business executives, and employees, the Dead world was inordinately badass, and only the heartiest survived. Their story is comedy, drama, and tragedy all in one. As Mickey Hart told me, “We all played well when we got to that group-mind place. When the music played, everything made sense. When the music stopped, things started getting weird.” I hope you enjoy this particular ride.
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Pigpen, manager Jon McIntire, Garcia, and Weir at the Fillmore East in New York, a few days before the start of the Workingman’s Dead sessions.


© AMALIE R. ROTHSCHILD






PROLOGUE


SAN FRANCISCO, FEBRUARY 16, 1970


The target-practice gunfire had silenced, the women who fed and tended to them were home, and their Hells Angels buddies were swaggering around elsewhere. On this chilly, drizzly day the members of the Grateful Dead straggled in from different parts of Marin County, crossed the Golden Gate Bridge, and buzzed an intercom at a purple door on Brady Street. Tucked away in a grimy, industrial section of San Francisco, the building didn’t remotely hint at rock-star glamour, and squatters had taken over a crumbling building next door. To attain the proper head-shop mood at Pacific High Recording, the bandmates lit candles and draped multicolored cloths over their amps, brightening up the burlap sacks the studio owner had hung on the walls.


Starting in 1966 outside Los Angeles and continuing in the Bay Area two years later, the West Coast had been rattled by a series of unsolved murders attributed to an anonymous slasher calling himself, with cinematic flair, the Zodiac Killer. The killings had freaked out many in the Bay Area, and Jerry Garcia, the Dead’s lead guitarist and reluctant leader, was among them. During at least one drive home to his rented house in Larkspur he’d stopped at a red light, glanced over, and wondered whether the person who’d pulled up alongside him was the killer. “Please don’t murder me,” he thought, words that would wind up in the song they would be putting on tape that February night at Pacific High Recording. “Dire Wolf,” a wintry tale of mangy animals and a card game in the woods, may have been born of fear and murder. But Garcia’s folkish melody was sprightly and jaunty, as if he were daring the Zodiac maniac to come after him. Onstage at Winterland a few months before, he’d even dedicated one of its earliest performances to “the Zodiac.”


The Dead weren’t easily startled; after all, they’d already witnessed plenty. They’d met in and around Palo Alto over the course of the last decade and, by sheer will if not always musical aptitude, had transformed themselves from folkies, blues fanatics, and classical-music players into a rock ’n’ roll band. Along the way they’d been busted and endured jail time. They’d fought with record company bosses. They’d laughed and gotten high together, but they’d also flashed moments of anger and frustration with each other. At one point a few of them had fired some of the others, although the split lasted barely a few weeks.


Little of that turmoil seemed to derail them; if anything, troubles only made them stronger. About two weeks before, the band had been in their hotel rooms in New Orleans, partying after a show, when a barrage of narcotics cops burst in, resulting in drug-charge arrests of most of the band and some of their crew. Eventually they’d dodged that bullet as well: the head of their label would spring them by contributing to the reelection fund of a local politician—hardly legal, as he would later admit with a laugh. According to drummer Mickey Hart, even the arrests worked to their advantage. “We became famous for getting busted, and every time we did, we raised our price,” he says. “After we were busted we had a meeting with everyone, girls and wives, and said, ‘We should double [our concert fees].’ Back then just getting your name known was a big thing, and we never got any press.” One of their most popular songs, ‘Truckin’,” would even emerge from the whole mess.


The musicians who began assembling at the studio on Brady Street were more complex than their public images. At twenty-six, his face encircled by a mustache, beard, and Brillo-pad-thick head of dark hair, Garcia exuded a beatific papa-bear openness, like a particularly benign guru. (The year before, Rolling Stone, a relatively new counterculture magazine that wedded a love of rock ’n’ roll with deep journalistic reportage, had put Garcia on the cover by himself, the first major signal that the guitarist was becoming the group’s public persona.) At twenty-nine, bassist Phil Lesh had an easy laugh and could flash a prankster’s grin, but his shag haircut and glasses lent him the look of a hip but strict professor, and aptly so: beneath that affable exterior lay a taskmaster and perfectionist. At twenty-two, Bob Weir was the most classically handsome and gracious of the bunch—the women in the audiences couldn’t get enough of his pony tail and girlish frame—but beneath his calm-river exterior was a genuine eccentric, heard in his pick-and-strum approach to rhythm guitar and his unapologetic penchant for practical jokes.


The rhythm section players were comparatively clear-cut. Setting up his collection of percussion instruments, including maracas and congas, was Hart, twenty-six, who combined the mustache and hat of a Cossack with the bucking-bronco energy of the Brooklynite he was. Bill Kreutzmann, the other drummer, was the least hippie-looking of the bunch, although his surly ranch-hand smirk made him almost as charismatic as Garcia; at twenty-three, Kreutzmann was already on his second marriage.


In terms of public image versus private life, however, none of the Dead had anything on Ron McKernan, the singer, harmonica player, and keyboard player known affectionately as Pigpen. The previous year he’d shown up for a photo shoot in a scrunched-up cowboy hat and carting along a firearm and bullets. Riding horses on one of the band’s ranches, Pigpen, all of twenty-four, looked the most natural in that role—less like a musician and more like a posse member about to give chase to a bank robber—but as everyone learned, he was actually the most sensitive of the bunch. When one of the women who crashed at their home woke up in the middle of the night and saw Pigpen in her doorway, she needn’t have worried; he came over and put an extra blanket on her.


The road they were traveling was still full of potholes. They were largely broke and in debt to their record company to the tune of almost $200,000. Their small but loyal road crew was stretched to the limits by slapdash planning that saw the Dead sometimes playing consecutive shows hundreds of miles apart. One of those busted with them in New Orleans was their sound engineer and former financial backer, whose future—both personally and with the Dead—was now uncertain. Some within their scene—a world that appeared loose and mellow but was, in fact, guarded and suspicious of outsiders—were growing wary of their new business manager, who happened to be related to one of the band members. Thanks to any number of in-flight pranks—like the time Weir pulled out a fake gun and “shot” Pigpen and Lesh, after which a pillow fight ensued—every airline except TWA had banned them. That fact hardly surprised one journalist, who accompanied them on a commercial flight and saw them openly sniffing cocaine off a knife being passed around their seats.


And yet for all the drama and craziness, which were as much a part of their world as quality weed, the Dead were preparing for a wilder and bigger ride as the decade began. Their newly hired road manager was promising them more work and better organized tours, and he had the experience and brazenness to make it happen. They were on the verge of moving into a new building, a shingled two-story house in San Rafael, complete with a few palm trees on the property, that would become their base of operations for over three decades.


Most importantly, their music was expanding in scope and power. Less than a week before this February recording session the band had returned to New York’s Fillmore East, a former vaudeville hall that promoter Bill Graham, both the Dead’s champion and sometimes adversary, had transformed into the city’s leading rock ’n’ roll theater, its counterculture church. In 1967 Time magazine had dubbed the Dead’s music “acid rock,” but as those seminal Fillmore shows revealed, that description was now as outmoded as their previous band name, the Warlocks. At the Fillmore they could play one of their own dirgy country ballads, “High Time,” or a lanky, vampy cover of Martha and the Vandellas’ “Dancing in the Street.” They could strip it down, strumming an acoustic version of the Everly Brothers’ “Wake Up, Little Susie” or Lightnin’ Hopkins’s “Katie Mae,” the latter a showcase for Pigpen’s country blues side. (Decades later “unplugged” segments at concerts would be de rigueur; in 1970 the changeover was almost unheard of.) They could also dive into “Dark Star,” which sounded like nothing else in rock ’n’ roll at that moment: its lilting, dainty melody gradually whipped itself into a group whirlwind, collapsed into itself, stripped down to bits of feedback and drums, and then began rebuilding, instrument by instrument, finally finishing one night just nineteen seconds shy of a half-hour.


During the same shows, the drummers would get ample time for tribal duets during “Alligator,” and Lesh was rarely as unobtrusive as bass players were in more traditionally minded bands; from time to time his bass would pop like a gopher sticking its head up from different parts of a lawn. (It was almost as if he were taking solos while the others were still playing.) During “China Cat Sunflower” Garcia’s guitar danced a sweet jig around the melody; other times, reflecting his own mood swings, his playing could be testy and terse. By the end of each night it was clear the Dead weren’t just West Coast weirdoes; their repertoire made them the most eclectic, fearsome, and versatile American rock band of its time, perhaps ever.


As Fillmore East manager Kip Cohen saw for himself, the scene wasn’t merely about the music; the Dead were beginning to symbolize a new lifestyle paradigm. The Dead had first played the venue in June 1968, and with each run since, they’d attracted larger, more impassioned crowds. To Cohen, many of them seemed like kids from Connecticut suburbs who’d ventured into the nasty big city to see the Dead and get wasted. When the sets ended, often in the early morning hours, the Fillmore staff found itself with “a roomful of people freaking out on acid,” Cohen says, and the staff did what it could to make sure the kids wound up on the right train home or had a place in town to crash. Those fans were an early sign that the Dead were on the verge of transforming from a cult band to a larger, more national one. Indeed, in 1970 they were preparing to play the most shows—about 150—they would ever do in a year by that point. That number meant more travel, more employees, and more temptations once they were out on the road, but during that early period no one yet knew how it would all impact them.
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Sam Cutler, who popped into the Pacific High sessions now and then, should have been accustomed to rock ’n’ roll madness. He himself was a road-dog buccaneer; with his thin face and mustache, he looked like Captain Hook after a visit to a leather-jacket emporium. Cutler had worked for the Rolling Stones the year before, helping shepherd them around America on the band’s first tour of the States in four years. Starting in January 1970, he’d begun a new job, tour manager for the Dead, a task that also involved plenty of opportunity to hang with what he first thought were a group of loosey-goosey West Coast hippies.


About two years earlier most of the Dead had fled the Haight (or “Hashbury,” as the New York Times Magazine had dubbed their former neighborhood) for Marin County, just north of San Francisco. They relished the sprawling area’s meandering, tree-shrouded streets, which looked like paths running through Muir Woods, and one by one they settled into various ramshackle houses, ranches, and quasi-communes in towns like Novato and Larkspur. In the privacy of the Marin woods they could do whatever they wanted, or at least close enough to it. Cutler witnessed that for himself during one of his early visits to Hart’s Novato ranch. A television had been dragged out of the house and, with long extension cords, had been set up in a dry creek, and one hundred rounds had been loaded into various guns. With the TV on, there suddenly was Ronald Reagan, the actor turned politician who was now the governor of their state, the man who embodied everything the Dead despised about the straight world. Normally they’d shoot up concrete blocks or records, but now they took aim at Reagan’s image on the small screen and let loose. Cutler estimates they fired off “about three hundred times,” obliterating the set once and for all. Other times the victims were sales plaques their label, Warner Brothers, had presented to the band.


For a time Weir was living in what he would later call a “self-imposed dustbowl of a ranch” in Nicasio in western Marin County. Named Rukka Rukka, it was home as well to Weir’s girlfriend, Frankie (soon to take his last name even though they weren’t married), and various members of the Dead’s crew, along with random wandering chickens and horses. Tales of the origins of the ranch’s name were appropriately bawdy: according to one account, someone they’d known at another hangout would chase after women, squeeze their breasts, and say, “Rukka, rukka!” The Dead thought the story was hilarious, and the name stuck.


Even more than their music, Hart’s ranch became a symbol of the way the Dead could build their own remote community outside the normal confines of society. Whoever had found it first—either manager Rock Scully or road manager Jonathan Riester—Hart was now the overseer of the rambling thirty-two-acre property tucked away beyond a wooden entry gate nearly hidden by trees. Dubbed Hart’s Delight by some, it became the go-to place for the band, friends, roadies, and their increasingly expanding family unit to congregate, get high, and record music. With its large barn (soon filled with recording gear), horses, working water pump, and occasional displays of excitable-boy gunfire, the ranch felt like something straight out of the previous century—though with a few contemporary twists. Mike (nicknamed Josh) Belardo, an afternoon-drive DJ for KMPX in San Francisco, ventured onto the ranch one day to interview the band and had his mind blown even without hallucinogens. “Everybody’s walking around stoned, and the chicks are naked,” he recalls. “Topless women. Horses. It was unbelievable.” Hart had a beloved Arabian white horse named Snorter, a name that took on additional meaning when Snorter would be dosed now and then—“Oh, there were many times with something or another,” Hart admits. The horse didn’t seem all that affected while under the influence, even dodging a herd of trampling cows once during a ride.


Unlawful activity wasn’t always tolerated at Hart’s Delight. They’d already been burned by the law at least once, not to mention driven out of the Haight by a tidal wave of tourism, drugs, and increasing police scrutiny. When Hart learned that certain people living on the ranch were expert pickpockets, he scolded them. “They would come home with things, wallets and stuff,” he recalls, “and I’d say, ‘First, if you’re gonna live here, that’s not the right thing to do, and second, it will bring the heat on the Dead.’” After all their busts, “under the radar” was the operative phrase.


Among those living at the ranch were Rhonda, Sherry, and Vicki Jensen, three sisters who moved onto the ranch after their previous home had burned down. The sisters cleaned, swept floors, prepared breakfast for anyone who crashed there, and fed horses: “It made the music work,” says Vicki, “and that was the inspiration to do it.” The only irksome part of the job involved the women the road crew would bring to the ranch. The Jensen girls had to pick out which horses the girls would ride—and, just as important, find ways to keep the women busy once the roadies left for somewhere or someone else. “They’d just sit there and think that looking pretty was enough,” Vicki says with a laugh. “I used to tell them, ‘You need to join in and help out here!’”


At Hart’s ranch the Dead and their extended family were able to live out their fantasies as cowboys and outliers who played by their own rules without worrying about societal norms. Even the local police were skittish about stopping by. The fantasy did have its learning curve, like the day Garcia went riding on a horse whose cinch hadn’t been tightened. As his girlfriend, Carolyn Adams, otherwise known as Mountain Girl, watched, Garcia fell off and broke a few ribs. “First and last time he was on a horse,” she recalls. “He didn’t like horses after that.” Sometimes even the fantasies had limits.
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“Dire Wolf,” the song they were scheduled to start recording that February night at Pacific High, was symbolic in and of itself. If Hart’s ranch was the Dead’s almost-anything-goes headquarters, the Garcia and Mountain Girl house on Madrone Avenue in Larkspur was its creative hub. Set on a flat acre with sizable redwood trees and a creek out back, the house was far from ostentatious. Garcia had moved in first with Mountain Girl, who was now, in the parlance of the times, Garcia’s “old lady.” MG, as everyone called her, already had a child with writer Ken Kesey and in 1969 had given birth to Garcia’s daughter, Annabelle. The two weren’t technically wed, as both had been married before and hadn’t yet obtained divorces, but no one seemed to mind.


One day Garcia brought up the idea of a new roommate: “I want my friend Bob Hunter to move in,” he told Mountain Girl, who hadn’t even met Hunter yet but knew his history with Garcia: the two men, who both could flash wide, welcoming grins, had met in the early days of the Palo Alto folk and literary scene nearly a decade before, living in adjacent cars when they were homeless, and had put their friendship through its share of inspired highs and head-butting lows. With his bookish glasses and brain-of-a-poet intensity, Hunter could be as bristly and intense as Garcia could seem affable and casual. After going their separate ways in the middle of the sixties they’d reconvened when Garcia asked Hunter to sign up as the Dead’s resident lyricist.


Along with their respective girlfriends, Hunter and Garcia were now roommates in Larkspur, and one night they and Mountain Girl were watching one of the original black-and-white Sherlock Holmes movies, The Hound of the Baskervilles. As Hunter would later recall, they all pondered what a “ghostly hound” would look like, and the phrase “dire wolf” emerged. Just the thought of a big wolf called Dire was enough to inspire Hunter, who began writing lyrics, and in no time they had a song.


Financially, life at the house on Madrone could be a daily survival challenge. Although the Dead were technically rock stars, they didn’t have the cash flow that went with that job. Their rent was an affordable several hundred dollars a month, but Garcia and Mountain Girl relied on welfare and food handouts courtesy of the WIC (Women, Infants and Children) program and often settled for meals of peanut butter, honey, and sacks of rice. Other relationships in the generally fraught Dead world were on fairly steady ground. With his second wife, Susila, Kreutzmann had just welcomed a baby boy, William Justin, who came to be known simply as Justin. (Kreutzmann already had a daughter, Stacy, from his first marriage.) Weir had settled into a relationship with Frankie, a sparkplug who’d been a dancer for the TV shows Hullabaloo and Shindig! and briefly an employee of the Beatles’ Apple Records. Pigpen was into the third year of his relationship with Veronica “Vee” Barnard.


As soon as Hunter moved in during the first months of 1969 Mountain Girl saw how intense he could be: she would sometimes look outside and see Hunter using an axe handle to thwack away at a car tire dangling from an apple tree. “Bob had a pretty high need to release his physical energy,” she says. “He had a lot of juice.” Yet the two men complemented each other creatively and temperamentally. Garcia never relished the idea of spending hours working on lyrics; Hunter loved nothing better, even if it meant staying up all night. Mountain Girl recalls “a lot of wine and playing guitars until two in the morning.” Many days, she says, Hunter would bound into the kitchen during breakfast, carrying a stack of papers: “I’ve got a bunch of new ones for ya!” Garcia might flash a vaguely irritated look, as if irked by his meal being interrupted, but would then start sifting through the poems: “Like this one. Like that one,” he’d say. In five minutes Garcia would select up to a dozen lyrics, and soon he’d have the melodies to match.


In June 1970, a few months after the “Dire Wolf” session, Hunter beheld a particularly arresting example of the way he and Garcia collaborated. The Dead, along with Delaney and Bonnie, the Band, Janis Joplin, Ian and Sylvia, and others, embarked on a wild tour of Canada by private train. Everyone was partying and playing music even when they weren’t on stage, so much so that the train had to periodically stop so more liquor could be bought. During one stop Garcia sat on the tracks, grabbed Hunter’s latest lyrics—for “Ripple”—and worked out a melody. For decades to come this would remain one of Hunter’s most cherished memories of a time when their creativity seemed as unstoppable as a locomotive.
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The Dead’s world could be a constant lurch between light and dark, and nothing captured the latter mood better than another song that took shape during the same sessions as “Dire Wolf.” If “Dire Wolf” was a merry, if dark-humored, stroll, “New Speedway Boogie” snarled; Garcia’s guitar poked at the melody, and his voice was a little frazzled around the edges at times. The song was testy and aptly so: it documented a moment when the darkness threatened to overshadow them.


The speedway in question was Altamont, where the Dead had been scheduled to play in December 1969 as part of a mammoth free concert with a formidable lineup: the Stones, Jefferson Airplane, Santana, the Flying Burrito Brothers, and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young. The Dead and Stones’ camps had been in discussion about doing some sort of free show, somewhere, and the end result, after two venue cancellations, was at Altamont. (As Scully would later write, “We actually talk[ed] the Stones into doing a free concert in Golden Gate Park,” the original site until the city of San Francisco nixed the idea and the speedway became the organizers’ last resort.) The day-long show was ostensibly a way to celebrate the end of the Stones’ American tour, give them a filmed finale for their in-progress concert movie, Gimme Shelter—and help them ward off accusations of high ticket prices by presenting one concert for free. The Dead weren’t just scheduled to perform the show but also supplied their PA system and crew, who helped set up the recording gear and speakers. One of Hart’s ranch mates was in a truck backstage rolling hundreds of joints for Keith Richards and anyone else who wanted one.


Even when the music finally started up, the vibe felt sour. Chris Hillman, the former Byrds bass player then in the Flying Burrito Brothers, walked through the crowd to the stage to play his set, stumbling over participants who already seemed wasted. Arriving at the stage, he was stopped by a Hells Angel, who asked who he was and almost didn’t let him up. At the airport Sue Swanson, a longtime friend and fan of the Dead’s, saw fear in the faces of other musicians who’d played and were on their way out. “Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young were there with their big coats on,” she recalls. “The looks on everyone’s faces were just very serious. Everyone wanted the hell out of there.”


The Dead had forged an alliance of sorts with the Angels several years before, during the early, untroubled days hanging with band friend Kesey in the Palo Alto hills. Some in the band weren’t rattled by the sight of tattooed, hairy, and burly Angels backstage; others were less pleased, though there wasn’t much they could do about it. As much as anything, that relationship between these two seemingly dissimilar camps spelled out the growing duality in the Dead’s world: a seemingly sunny gentility with an undercurrent of hardened swagger that wasn’t remotely for the faint of heart. A reporter covering a 1970 show noticed that Garcia’s case sported a sticker that read, “Blackjack Garcia, the baddest fucking guitarist in the world.” For all the field-of-flowers beauty of their music, the world of the Dead was unsentimental and demanding; to survive, one had to adapt and hold on tight.


At a Fillmore East show that January stagehand (and future movie director) Allan Arkush, an NYU student who worked part time at the theater, heard a knock on the backstage door, and he and a few other employees found themselves confronting a bunch of Hells Angels from the nearby Lower East Side chapter. The Angels name-dropped one of the Dead’s road crew—Lawrence Shurtliff, otherwise known as “Ram Rod,” a muscular, wiry man with old-sage eyes and strong-silent-type demeanor. But even if the Angels hadn’t been on the guest list, Arkush and his fellow Fillmore employees wouldn’t have dared turn them away. That night they had come bearing gifts. As Arkush watched in astonishment, the Angels began lugging nitrous oxide tanks to the dressing rooms, no easy feat given that each one probably weighed about two hundred pounds and had to be dragged up several flights of stairs. A short while later Arkush popped his head into one of the dressing rooms to alert the band that showtime had arrived. What he saw—everyone sucking on nitrous tubes—was so cartoonish it was almost funny. The band happily stumbled their way down to the stage, took their places with their instruments, and waited; Graham had arranged for Richard Strauss’s “Also Sprach Zarathustra,” best known in 1970 as the theme song to the sci-fi sensation 2001: A Space Odyssey, to blast out of the speakers before the show started. When it finished, the Dead just stood there, gazing up at a screen and giggling in a nitrous haze. To make his guitar sound like it too was laughing, Garcia began stroking the strings.


By the time the Dead were helicoptered onto the Altamont site the festivities were no longer festive. After the Airplane’s Grace Slick had mentioned to Mick Jagger the role the Angels had played in security for Airplane shows, the Angels had been recruited for Altamont; whether it would be for security or to hang out in front of the stage and protect generators (as Angels had done at so many free area shows before) would be debated for years. Fights broke out early, and it became clear that some of the instigators weren’t Angels but so-called “prospects,” not full-on Angels. It didn’t help that many in the crowd upfront were wasted. The uniformed local cops on hand were cowering at the idea of dealing with the Angels. As soon as they arrived on site the Dead were informed that an Angel had punched out Airplane singer Marty Balin. (Vicki Jensen, backstage with the crew, saw Balin come flying through the back of the stage after he’d dared to stand up to Angels beating on someone in the audience. “I’m sorry, man,” one Angel was overheard saying, “but you don’t say ‘fuck you’ to an Angel.”) Walking through the dusty air and sun-scorched crowd on their way toward the stage, Lesh and Garcia saw dazed fans sprawled all over, and Lesh accidentally hit Garcia on the head with the back of his bass. It was that kind of day.


Although Woodstock had transpired a few months before, Altamont would not be the good-vibes sequel many had hoped it would be. Freaked out by a scene becoming gnarlier and more menacing by the moment, the Dead retreated to a bus behind the stage, deciding whether or not to play. At one point Dead roadie Rex Jackson, an imposing cowboy who was no pushover, was seen walking around with a black eye, which Cutler presumed was delivered by an Angel. (It’s possible he received it when he intervened on Balin’s behalf during the Angels skirmish, and Jackson was smart enough to know not to fight back.) Ultimately, in what even Lesh would call a mistake—and Cutler would sharply criticize as an act of “cowardice”—the Dead decided not to venture anywhere near the stage. As nighttime arrived and the Stones cranked up, the Dead returned to a helicopter and flew off while most of their crew retreated to their equipment truck and drove back to San Francisco, where the band was due to play at the Fillmore West that same night. Soon after, Meredith Hunter, a young African American, rushed the stage with a gun and was stabbed to death by an Angel. The Dead were too unnerved to even show up at the Fillmore, and Graham wound up screaming at the crew instead of the band. An after-party at the theater, which was never firmed up but was pitched to the Dead by a local promoter as “the most memorable evening in San Francisco ballroom history,” never materialized. Given the Dead’s role in the show, paranoia ensued. Some at Hart’s ranch fled, fearing for their safety from angry Angels.


Another reminder of the dark side of the Dead could be found in an office closer to home. A year earlier, the band was fairly dazzled when Hart’s father, Lenny, a former drummer and now self-ordained minister, reappeared in his son’s life after leaving Hart’s mother during their Brooklyn years. With his short hair and southern-car-salesman vibe, Lenny Hart didn’t look much like his son or anyone on the scene. At first Mickey seemed thrilled to have his father around, at least to those who saw their interaction, and Lenny promised to help the Dead’s shaky business operation. At the ranch the previous spring Lenny would spout lines like “I’ve seen the light!” while holding a Bible, and somehow he convinced the band and its entourage he could be their financial savior. In 1969 Garcia had spoken with Rolling Stone writer Michael Lydon about their business and admitted, “Mickey’s father is now doing it. He’s fronting our whole management thing. He’s taken charge. We’ve given him the power to do what we want to.” Garcia added, somewhat less optimistically, “Right now, things are looking good. But the whole thing about money is still something weird.”


Since then the situation with Lenny had only grown stranger. “He looked like the straightest white man you ever saw,” says a member of the Dead world at the time, “but he had a good goddamn rap. Some people, you can’t read truth or falsity in their face.” Jon McIntire, another member of the Dead organization, was suspicious of Lenny, as was Ram Rod. Garcia would tell McIntire, “I believe what people tell me.” But not everyone was convinced. Mountain Girl once said to Hunter, “Why can’t you just trust Lenny? We need a manager who understands business.” Hunter reacted with what Mountain Girl recalls as “utter scorn at my naiveté and unwarranted confidence.”


For the first time the air was filled with the promise of more income. Feeling guilty after the Altamont debacle, Garcia had asked Cutler to be the Dead’s tour manager; Cutler accepted and soon realized the band needed to play more gigs than ever to shore up their finances. Throughout 1969 they would make only a few thousand dollars a show: $5,000 for two nights at the Fillmore West; $7,500 for two nights at the Pavilion in Flushing, Queens; and $1,059.50 for appearing on Hugh Hefner’s TV series Playboy After Dark. “They knew that if they didn’t start to make serious money, the Dead would cease to exist,” says Cutler. “Every penny counted. We were living on $10-a-day per diems.”


It would take Cutler months to get the Dead out of hock. Until then, when the musicians would ask where the money was, Lenny would tell them their “old ladies” had spent it, which wasn’t the case. When some in the organization asked Lenny to show them the books, he hesitated, then eventually turned over ledgers with entries that had clearly been erased and written over. (Lesh and Mickey Hart also confronted him at a Bob’s Big Boy restaurant and realized he also had two different sets of books.) When questioned, Lenny had a habit of veering into extended Bible talk, almost as a way of zoning them out. The thought of dealing forcefully with Lenny Hart didn’t sit right with any of them—Garcia and Weir especially were not the most confrontational—but something had to give.


At the same time, other parts of their operation were to some degree or another in jeopardy. Owsley Stanley, their acid-king soundman and quality-control inspiration, would soon find himself behind bars after the New Orleans bust. Those close to Garcia were beginning to notice that he could unexpectedly fall into grumpy, blackened moods. When Garcia came home at night he’d frequently grumble to Mountain Girl about one thing or another having to do with the band, then ask when dinner would be ready. Although Mountain Girl didn’t know it then, later she wondered whether this was the beginning of what she calls Garcia’s “secret drug life.” Cocaine was already on the scene; in fact, the band would give it a plug in “Casey Jones,” another new song they’d record for the new album. No one considered the drug even vaguely addictive.
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Three months after “Dire Wolf” was cut, a few Deadheads managed to slither in backstage at a show at Temple University in Philadelphia. No one knew how, but in the early days of rock ’n’ roll security, crashers were always possible. One of the fans found Garcia and asked what the band was working on, and Garcia boasted about the new album they’d just finished, Workingman’s Dead. “I like it better than any album we’ve done,” he told them.


“That’s all we do, is sit around and get smashed and listen to that album,” the fan said.


Even though the album wasn’t in stores yet, Garcia let that odd comment slide—he was growing accustomed to remarks like that from their budding fan base—and amiably replied, with a smile, “We get smashed and make ’em.”


Sometimes they did; the nitrous tanks at Pacific High were testament to those habits. But something rare and miraculous was happening with these new songs. Everyone in the Dead had complaints about their first three studio albums: too rushed, too overproduced, way too expensive. It was impossible to satisfy them all at once. As they began filing into Pacific High, though, the mood was uncommonly optimistic. “We had pushed the envelope in experimental,” Hart says. “We had to simplify. That’s why that record was acoustic. There wasn’t a lot of percussion. Bill and I played it very straight. Maracas, congas—light stuff.” Garcia would be singing all but one of the songs, and he was eager to, in his words, “boogie” and not be bogged down in the tape-montage experimentation that ran through their last two albums.


From its inception the new album was mapped out. Bob Matthews, who had introduced Garcia and Weir before the Dead was even a glimmer in anyone’s imagination, would be engineering, along with Betty Cantor. Matthews taped the band working on the songs, put the material in what he thought was a proper sequence, then gave a copy to each band member, who practiced the songs in that order. Omitted at the onset was “Mason’s Children,” another song about death and collapse, this one swathed in campfire harmonies and a folk-rock bounce. (Like “New Speedway Boogie,” it had been written directly after Altamont.) “It was a no-brainer,” says Matthews. “It didn’t fit. That was by agreement.”


Hunter and Garcia had crafted indelible songs before, yet something about these new ones, many written at the Larkspur house, had a special cohesiveness, a sustained vision. They were littered with images of hard-working, hard-living Americana types—the miners in “Cumberland Blues,” the jack-hammering highway worker in “Easy Wind,” the careening conductor in “Casey Jones”—along with a mysterious character, “Black Peter.” “Dire Wolf” was set in “Fennario,” an imaginary burgh overrun with the creatures. Like classic folk songs, the tunes were both down to earth and mythical. Tapping into themes of community, terror, darkness, woozy love, and trains, the songs felt more universal and timeless than anything they’d done before.


By early 1970 less electric, more organic-sounding records were in vogue, as opposed to the post–Sgt. Pepper approach of extravagant sonic creations. Hunter was particularly taken with the music of the Band, but according to Cutler, financial considerations also played a part in their change of direction. Having put themselves in the hole during the making of Aoxomoxoa, the Dead simply couldn’t spend in-discriminately, at least not for a long time. “Garcia and I analyzed what they’d done in the past and why it wasn’t successful and what could be done about that,” says Cutler. “I kept banging on Jerry and saying, ‘Do your album in one bang. Minimal recording cost. Do the two-week album. Just get in there.’ And that’s what they did.”


As they began to record in February, the preproduction work paid off. The sessions began around the time of “Dire Wolf,” paused for more touring, resumed in early March, and wrapped up around March 16. They bore down on two songs in particular. “Uncle John’s Band” had started life as a long band jam on a cassette given to Hunter; he then fashioned lyrics about the band and its scene that were the most hopeful he’d written. (“Goddamn, Uncle John’s mad!” went his first line, perhaps a nod to Garcia’s shifting moods, but Hunter later deleted that line.) “Cumberland Blues,” the mining-story song, had a chugging-locomotive rhythm propelled by Lesh’s bobbing bass. “Dire Wolf” was itself ready to go. They’d been playing it live since the previous June, and Weir had even sung lead on one version. Garcia had taken up the pedal steel guitar with the Dead’s country offshoot band, the New Riders of the Purple Sage, and the instrument pranced its way through the song.


The other songs were equally filled with exquisite touches—the “oooh” harmonies in “Dire Wolf,” Pigpen’s warm organ in “Black Peter,” the modest rave-up in “Easy Wind.” But most emblematic of their heightened single-mindedness were their harmonies. The Dead were never known for them; Garcia, Lesh, and Weir each had a distinctive voice with unique creaks and crevices. But the new, folksier approach to their songs begged for vocal blends. Egged on by their friend in esoteric chords and hedonism, David Crosby (also living in a rented house in Novato, the backyard of which was seen on the cover of Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young’s Déjà vu), the Dead began working harder than ever on their singing. “They were expected to sing all those parts, and it didn’t go well,” laughs Mountain Girl. “It sounded like cats howling.”


In another sign of their focus, Garcia, Lesh, and Weir decided to have the last laugh and bore down on the singing. “We said, ‘You’re gonna have to sing this right!’” says Cantor (now Cantor-Jackson). “We worked on them until they weren’t flat or sharp and were hitting the notes.” The effort paid off; the mix of voices sounded natural, lending the songs a radiance and a sense of comforting teamwork. A slender brunette with a warm smile, long hair, and sharp ears that had earned her the nickname “Bettar” (as in, “She can make things sound better”), Cantor, then twenty-one, embodied another aspect of the Dead’s rule-breaking approach: she was well on her way to becoming possibly the first woman recording engineer in a largely male business (and in the predominantly male Dead crew). She adored and championed the band and its music—even if she viewed the nitrous tanks in the studio with great skepticism, as she recalls with a laugh years later: “I’m sitting there going, ‘I don’t like this.’ I’m catching the tank as it’s falling over so it doesn’t hit the tape machine. I’m like, ‘Jesus, guys!’”


Everyone in the Dead camp had his or her spiky opinion about every aspect of their organization, but the sessions for Workingman’s Dead marked a rare moment of genuine, yes-we-can Grateful Dead consensus: people seemed happy with the results. Cutler recalls they were “never more focused and on the ball” than during those sessions. “I liked it right off the bat, as soon as I heard the basics,” says Bill “Kidd” Candelario, who had joined the Dead crew two years earlier. Few were more euphoric than Warner Brothers head Joe Smith. The Dead had driven Smith fairly crazy over the previous four years—from over-spending to trying to dose him—but when he heard the finished record he was ecstatic. “I had been on their back,” Smith says. “They saw they weren’t getting any royalties. We were sticking with them, but we also said, ‘Please give us something we can sell.’ They wanted to prove they could do it.” According to Matthews, the final bill for the album was less than $15,000. Garcia would never be happy with his singing on “High Time,” thinking he hadn’t nailed it. But when Smith heard the record he gave Matthews a hug and gushed about how thrilled he was to hear the vocals. The feeling behind the album was so optimistic that members of the band stopped by the offices of Rolling Stone to play the record for the staff. “That was a turning point,” Lesh says of the making of the album. “It was kind of exciting to focus, to make such a left turn.”


Outside the studio doors their world could be chaotic, disorganized, and messy. But as this music-making experience showed, they could escape it all. “Being able to do that was extremely positive in the midst of all this adverse stuff that was happening,” Garcia would tell Rolling Stone editor Jann S. Wenner the following year. “It was definitely an upper . . . it was the first record that we made together as a group, all of us. Everybody contributed beautifully, and it came off really nicely.”


As they worked on “Dire Wolf” and prepared for several more weeks of recording, they had the songs, the music, and the hope that they could ward off the bad mojo that threatened to engulf them. It was neither the first nor the last time the Dead would find themselves in that place. As their diffident leader knew, everything could change in the same amount of time it took to strum a chord. It had before; it could happen again. 
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Jerry Garcia and Robert Hunter, circa 1961.
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CHAPTER 1


MENLO PARK, CALIFORNIA, OCTOBER 27, 1962


He couldn’t have picked a lovelier setting in which to die. On the West Coast the work day was drawing to a close, but Jerry Garcia’s task was only beginning. With his girlfriend, Barbara Meier, he left the Chateau, the three-story home in Menlo Park where he’d been living, and walked to the adjoining Sand Hill Road. From there the two began a long, exhausting hike up a hill. With a pine ridge saluting them to the west, the warmth of the Indian summer afternoon embraced them, and as Meier would recall, the light was “infused with honey.”


To anyone who passed them on the road Garcia and Meier must have seemed a study in contrasts. At twenty, Garcia sported short, thick, dark hair and a goatee that lent him “that Latin lover look, like [actor] Cesar Romero,” recalls one of his later musician friends, Tom Constanten. The image wholly matched the person Garcia was at that moment: part-time music teacher, fledgling banjo picker, budding bohemian. A man of few needs, he was wearing one of the two buttoned, short-sleeve shirts that comprised the bulk of his wardrobe. In contrast, Meier, three years younger than him, was an effervescent brunette with a sun-bursting-through-the-clouds smile. Thanks to models who’d given her their cast-offs after they’d all worked together at photo shoots, Meier, who was still in high school, often dressed in what she calls “elegant baby beatnik crossed with Chanel.” By contrast, Garcia was pure beatnik.


On this late afternoon neither one of them was contemplating clothes or jobs. They were leaving behind Menlo Park and its more prosperous neighboring town, Palo Alto, along with their families, friends, and favorite bookstores and hangouts. If everything happened the way the news reports said it might, none of that would exist after that night anyway.


Like everybody in the Peninsula area south of San Francisco and on the rest of the planet, Garcia and Meier had heard the alarming, apocalyptic news somewhere. Maybe on TV or the newspapers or maybe by way of local, politically conscious friends like Roy Kepler, the former War Resistors League executive director so ahead of his time that he was a conscientious objector during World War II. (Kepler ran Kepler’s Books & Magazines, where all the local bohemians and intellectuals gathered to read and sip coffee; the cash register was manned by another local peace activist, Ira Sandperl.) Eleven days before, John F. Kennedy, their vibrant president, had learned of the existence of missile bases in Cuba, each installed with Soviet missiles. On October 22 Kennedy had addressed the nation about the discovery; the following day US ships headed for Cuba just as Soviet subs moved into the area as well. On October 24 Nikita Khrushchev, first secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and not a man known for subtlety, sent a letter to Kennedy that practically had bile spit on it: “You are no longer appealing to reason, but wish to intimidate us.” On October 25 came a testy confrontation at the United Nations between the American representative, Adlai Stevenson, and the Soviet Union’s, Valerian Zorin: “Don’t wait for the translation—yes or no?” asked Stevenson, demanding to know whether the Soviets had indeed placed missiles there.


On October 26 the situation had barely improved and bordered on incendiary: additional photos taken by American U2 planes chillingly revealed construction of the sites, and Khrushchev fired off another letter to Kennedy: “What would a war give you? You are threatening us with war. But you well know that the very least which you would receive in reply would be that you would experience the same consequences as those which you sent us. . . . If indeed war should break out, then it would not be in our power to stop it, for such is the logic of war. I have participated in two wars and know that war ends when it has rolled through cities and villages, everywhere sowing death and destruction.” Robert McNamara, Kennedy’s secretary of defense, told his boss that American forces could carry out an air strike “in a matter of days,” but Kennedy was reluctant to attack Cuba. Now, the morning of October 27, the situation had taken another turn for the ominous: the Soviets shot down a U2 plane over Cuba, and Air Force carriers were put in place in the event of war.


By ghoulish coincidence, a recently completed federal government study revealed that Palo Alto could accommodate 37,818 fallout shelters if needed. But if the world were to end, Garcia and Meier were going to be alone, together, in a radiant spot they could call their own for eternity. “If this was the end of the world, a very real probability in our teenage minds,” says Meier, “we wanted to be together, awake, and face it head on.” They didn’t bring camping gear or food, just themselves and their fears.


The two had met the previous year in Menlo Park. Meier, then a fifteen-year-old high school student, had been invited for a hike with a friend, who first stopped by an art supply store; on the porch outside was a mysterious man in a goatee, holding a banjo. Initially he seemed reluctant to join them, but their mutual friend later told Meier that the guy, whose name was Jerry Garcia, was instantly smitten: “Oh, tell her I love her,” he’d told their friend. Eventually he climbed into the backseat of the car and sang the traditional murder ballad “Silver Dagger,” which Joan Baez had popularized on her first album two years before. Meier didn’t know who he was, but she couldn’t deny his magnetism. “Jerry was singing just to me, and it was so seductive,” she says. “There was this incredible promise in his eyes of ‘I know about worlds you’ve never dreamed of, and I’ll bet you’re dying to try them.’”


Although he was just another twentysomething bumming around the area and trying to figure out his next move, Garcia already exuded more than a patina of magnetism. Not long before this October night another transplant, a Seattle kid named David Nelson who was himself mastering guitar, spotted Garcia in a bookstore. Cradling a twelve-string guitar, Garcia was strumming quietly, almost to himself, but at least to Nelson he was the focus of the room. In his open-buttoned shirt, Garcia seemed “incredibly hairy,” Nelson later recalled, and he struck Nelson as “kind of dark and surly,” complete with a stare that zeroed in on his target. Nelson couldn’t take his eyes off the guy, and Garcia also seemed preternaturally mature. “Jerry was this guy who to all of us looked like an adult, like a grownup, where we kind of looked like kids,” he told writer David Hajdu. “There’s this man here, you know. He was very advanced at the time compared to everybody else.”


After being casual pals for six months, Garcia and Meier had inevitably become a couple in the fall of 1961. The relationship was merely one aspect of the new life Garcia had built for himself in the Peninsula. (He’d also followed Meier to San Francisco in the summer of 1961 when she attended art school there, then returned to the Peninsula with her.) By now Garcia had distanced himself from his family and his often painful past. When he wasn’t teaching he’d be killing time at Kepler’s or a nearby coffeehouse, St. Michael’s Alley, or playing in an ever-evolving group of bluegrass and string bands. No longer the chubby, short-haired kid, Garcia had reinvented himself.


Nearly from the moment she found herself in the same car as Garcia, Meier had been swept up in his universe, a largely male world of folk music, poetry, coffee, cigarettes, and spontaneous car-fueled adventures. When her high school let out for the day she’d see a familiar old black heap in the parking lot; unlike the Corvettes and Lincolns owned by the wealthier students, this one had doors that were held together, in Meier’s memory, by rope. Waiting for her would be Garcia and another of his new friends, Robert Hunter. (Later it would be Hunter who took each of them aside and told them their feelings were mutual.) Another friend on the scene was Alan Trist, an eighteen-year-old Brit who’d arrived in the States with his father, who was then in the midst of a fellowship at Stanford. The car was most likely Hunter’s 1940 Chrysler, purchased for all of $50, and the gaggle of friends would start it up and go in search of one party or another. They were living the relatively carefree life of Kennedy-era kids who sought nothing more than to reject the draining daily jobs and lives of their parents: too young to be beatniks, too early in history to be called anything close to “hippies.” As Meier says, “We got together because we didn’t fit in anywhere else.”


The Chateau was a world unto itself. Once the owner began renting out rooms, the house, which overlooked Los Alamos Highway, became a gathering place for seemingly every outlier in the area. “The owner liked us better than the students,” says Laird Grant, a friend of Garcia’s who joined him in crashing there. “We brought young girls around.” All sorts of oddball characters wandered in and out, jazz often blasting from its rooms and weekly poker games on the schedule. Although the place had an illicit air, the police mostly stayed away.


Based on all the reports in and around Cuba, Garcia and Meier realized those carefree days could be numbered. From what they’d heard, that Saturday in October could be the moment tensions would either simmer down or erupt in nuclear catastrophe. For Meier the feeling was overwhelming, but Garcia had almost grown accustomed to sudden, unexpected loss. It had already haunted the first twenty years of his life, and each episode had left irrevocable scars on his body or his psyche.
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The first tragedy was so painful he couldn’t talk about it. In August 1947 Joe Garcia, the son of a Spanish immigrant and owner of a bar in downtown San Francisco, was fishing in the Trinity River in north-west California. (The first Garcias had come to America from Spain less than thirty years before Jerry’s birth.) With Joe on the trip were his wife, Ruth Marie (nicknamed Bobbie, possibly to avoid confusion with her sister-in-law, Ruth), and his five-year-old son, Jerry. Whether his son was watching or not—and his older brother, Clifford, or Tiff, would long believe he wasn’t—Joe slipped, fell in the water, and drowned after being trapped underwater. Tiff had been staying with grandparents in the Santa Cruz Mountains when the horrific accident happened. When Tiff saw his younger brother at the funeral, all Jerry could talk about was the fish hatchery they’d seen on the trip. “I’m thinking, ‘Your dad dies and all you can remember is the fish hatchery wherever they were?’” Tiff says. “He had something good to tell me, and it was about the fish hatchery.”


It may have been the only way for the youngest Garcia in the family to process the ways in which the life he’d once known was effectively over. He’d been born John Jerome Garcia on August 1, 1942—his middle name a salute to composer Jerome Kern. Born José, Jerry’s father, Joe, was a musician himself, playing the clarinet and saxophone in several local bands, even once touring the country. After marrying his second wife, Ruth, he opened a bar, Joe Garcia’s, in 1937. Although Joe was no longer a full-time musician (Jerry would later say Joe had been “blackballed by the [musicians] union” over an infraction), music was still in the air in other forms: one of Jerry’s grandmothers would listen to Grand Ole Opry broadcasts on the radio, introducing him to country music, and both Jerry and Tiff, born in 1937, took piano lessons at home, albeit briefly. Tiff (whose nickname derived from the way his younger brother would unintentionally mangle his name) remembers Jerry as more of a voracious reader, devouring comic books twice as fast as he did.


Although it wasn’t as psychically scarring as his father’s death, young Jerry dealt with another loss mere months before Joe’s drowning. At the family’s summer home in Santa Cruz County in the spring of 1947 the two Garcia boys were tending to one of their regular chores, chopping the wood: Jerry would put the splinters down, and Tiff would hack. But one time Jerry didn’t pull his finger back fast enough, and Tiff’s ax bit into the middle finger of his brother’s right hand. Jerry was rushed to a hospital, where part of his finger was amputated, and Tiff remembers the bandages becoming smaller and smaller until all that was left was a stub with a tiny bandage. “It was an accident,” Tiff says. “I knew I’d done something wrong, but when you’re kids, you just go, ‘Sorry it happened.’” (Many years later, on a trip in Hawaii, a diving instructor’s son would see Garcia’s missing finger and ask what had happened. Garcia relayed the story of the accident simply and sweetly, as if it were a storybook tale, and the kid asked whether it would grow back. “Jerry just laughed and said, ‘Nah, I don’t think so,’” recalls his friend Debbie Gold, who was aboard the boat. “He wasn’t the least bit self-conscious about it.”)


As scarring as that incident was, it would seem trivial compared to what happened in the Trinity River. At Joe Garcia’s open-casket funeral neither son could bring himself to look at their father’s body; it was too painful and too disturbing. For at least a year after Joe’s death Ruth would put Jerry and Tiff to bed at night and say, “God bless Daddy in heaven.” The words became a standard nightly prayer and routine, along with Jerry and Tiff’s regimen of hopping a streetcar, bringing flowers to the cemetery, and heading back home.


After Joe died and Ruth took over running the bar, Tiff and Jerry moved in with their maternal grandparents. (In a foreshadowing of Jerry’s later, rock-star life, his grandfather, who owned a laundry, would take the boys’ clothes and wash and return them to the boys.) Ruth remarried twice, and the second marriage, to Wally Matusiewicz, was especially difficult on Jerry, as Wally was a seaman who, as Dead biographer Dennis McNally wrote, “expected his stepsons to work alongside him on home projects.” Already artistically inclined, Jerry had little interest in that type of labor. After Union Oil bought out Joe Garcia’s, the company built a new bar for Ruth across the street, and soon the family left the city and moved to Menlo Park in the Peninsula area south of San Francisco.


From the moment Laird Grant transferred into the Menlo Oaks Middle School in the fall of 1955, the prematurely hardened kid, who’d grown up in San Francisco before his family relocated south, heard about that Garcia kid and his “stay-away reputation.” Garcia was neither hood nor greaser, neither school-level criminal nor oily haired biker. In Grant’s memory he was a chubby kid with hair so short it made his head seemed like it came to a point. In spite of his last name, Garcia didn’t strike Grant or any of their friends as Hispanic; he didn’t, for instance, speak with an accent. The rumors of Garcia as a bad boy were confirmed the day Grant walked across a field to school and was jumped by a couple of kids, including Garcia, who was a year older than Grant. As Garcia sat on Grant’s chest and smeared his face with lipstick, another of the kids tried to pull Grant’s pants off. “That was a big thing in those days,” Grant says. “Run back to school and you’d have to show up in your tighty-whities, lipstick all over your face.” It was a harmless initiation prank, and luckily Grant lived close enough to the park to be able to race back home, change, and return to school. Later he saw Garcia again, but instead of feeling angry, he sensed a bond with the kid who’d just roughed him up. “We looked at each other and said, ‘Ha, I know you!’” Grant recalls. Even at that age Garcia could get away with almost anything.


The accident that cost Jerry his finger would haunt his older brother for years after: “It’s one of those things you don’t ever get over,” Tiff says. “It never goes away.” But Tiff’s little brother loved nothing better than to devise ways of having fun with his abnormality and messing with people’s heads along the way—like poking his truncated digit into the ears of fellow classmates and watching their scared reaction. “He’d go up to kids and grab ’em and stick that knobby bony piece of weirdness in ’em,” Grant says. “Made them freak.” Garcia might also jam that finger into his nostril to make it look as if he was sticking his finger all the way up his nose. The missing finger only added to his image, especially when he would boast, wrongly, that the absent part of his finger was in a jar of alcohol at home and accepting visitors. That Garcia kid surely had a twisted sense of humor.


Although Menlo Park was a placid suburb seemingly ideal for raising a family, Garcia’s life was again destined to be unsettled. In 1957 the family returned to San Francisco, where Jerry attended a much rougher school and had to, in his later words, become “a hoodlum . . . otherwise you walked down the street and somebody beats you up.” The Garcias relocated once more to Cazadero, several hours northwest of the city in Sonoma County. (Once a week Garcia, whose artwork was beginning to blossom as well, also attended the California School of Fine Arts.) By then Tiff was gone; an army recruiter who’d popped into Ruth’s bar convinced her that her oldest would be better off if he signed up, which led Tiff into the Marine Corps.


Starting in the middle school where they met, Garcia and Grant increasingly pushed the boundaries of what was acceptable. Jumping the fence at the Golden State Dairy and purloining chocolate milk and ice cream from the trucks in the early morning hours was one thing—“no fingerprints, no breaking locks, no damage,” Grant still boasts—but their adventures soon turned more mind expanding. Garcia began bringing around pills. “He would say, ‘Look at this, man!’” Grant says. “He’d have ten or twelve different-colored pills in his hand. We’d take ’em and drop ’em.” Garcia never said where the pills came from, although other kids were known to sneak into their family’s bathrooms and grab their parents’ prescriptions. After the Garcia bar would close for the night the two boys had one job to attend to: pouring whatever was left in all the bottles into one jug, which they would then guzzle down. (Garcia later developed an aversion to alcohol, and it’s easy to imagine it starting with those concoctions.) Later the two friends also shared their first joint—to Garcia, a far more immediately appealing high.


An enticing high of a different sort was beckoning. In eighth grade Garcia had taken a stab at playing saxophone, perhaps as a way to continue his father’s legacy, but his partially missing middle finger made it tricky to play. Another instrument, and another genre, was beckoning. Garcia would long boast that for his fifteenth birthday his mother had given him an accordion, which he almost immediately traded in at a pawn shop for his first electric guitar, spending the following months figuring out how to play it. The timing was profound. Rock ’n’ roll was now a few years old and clearly wasn’t fading away: in 1957 Garcia could turn on a radio at any moment and hear the Everly Brothers’ “Bye Bye Love” and “Wake Up, Little Susie,” Elvis’s “All Shook Up,” Fats Domino’s “I’m Walkin’,” and Chuck Berry’s “School Day.”


Garcia was discovering his type of friends and his type of musical expression, but in one area at least, he didn’t feel especially comfortable. Every so often a bunch of the kids would head to Playland, the waterfront amusement park in the Richmond district of San Francisco. They’d play arcade games and eat pie, but Garcia’s mood would change slightly when they approached the water. “He’d get little twitches about it,” Grant says. “He was always kind of weird when we went out to the beach.” Garcia never said why, but friends assumed the water triggered memories of his father’s death and the hole it left in him.
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Around 5 p.m. Garcia and Meier arrived at their possibly final destination. The field before them was one of gently waving golden grass, black oak trees, and nothing in sight: not the Chateau, not the roads, not the thriving Stanford campus sprawled out below them. There was no sign of Menlo Park, a town only thirty-five years old, nor of Palo Alto, which had arisen even earlier as a village for Stanford faculty. Before World War II Palo Alto had been home to only about seventeen thousand people; that number had now more than tripled, to fifty-five thousand, and the area had made way for a shopping center, an industrial park, and two thousand mass-produced homes. Subdivisions began taking over empty fields, and roughly seventy thousand cars entered and left the town every day. Yet Palo Alto also retained its only-in-California lure. When Garcia’s future partner Mountain Girl arrived the following summer, her earliest memories would be riding her bike and seeing oranges, apples, walnuts, and peaches lying on the sidewalks after falling off trees. Palm trees loomed over other houses. It felt like paradise, especially because it barely seemed to rain.


Settling onto the grass, Garcia and Meier talked and cried a bit, then began singing. The song was “Go Down, Old Hannah,” an African American prison work song recorded by Lead Belly, among others. (During this time Garcia had discovered the Folkways label, and one of its collections included a version of the song sung by actual Texas inmates.) In its original form the song was the inmates’ way of ending the day; “Hannah” was the sun. But tonight, on this hill and in this situation, the lyric—“if you rise in the morning, well, well, well / Bring judgment for sure”—took on a far more fraught context. “We were trying to hasten the sun setting so the day would come to an end,” Meier says. “We thought that if we got through the day, things would be okay—it wouldn’t be the end of the world. If we got through this particular twenty-four hours of saber rattling with the Soviet Union, we would all survive.” So they sang to Hannah, over and over.


Garcia had arrived in the Peninsula early the previous year after tackling the unlikeliest of jobs. After dropping out of high school, he told Tiff he was planning to follow him into the service. Tiff tried to talk his brother out of it, feeling it wouldn’t be a good match, but it didn’t work: “He wanted to get away from his mom and stepfather, I think,” Tiff says. (According to Blair Jackson’s Garcia: An American Life, Jerry also stole his mother’s car, paving the way for his stint in the army.) Other friends think it may have been a way for Garcia to drum up some money, and Garcia himself later said it was simply an alternative to college or staying with his family. Whatever the motivation, Garcia found himself at Fort Ord in Monterey in the spring of 1960. “If you were rich, you went to West Point,” says Grant. “If you were poor, you went to Monterey.” Visiting him at Fort Ord, Grant was struck by Garcia’s shaved head and khakis, but the sight didn’t last long. Garcia’s stint, which also included an assignment at a fort in the Presidio area, lasted all of eight months. After spending too much time with a friend who was considering suicide in San Francisco, Garcia was declared AWOL (one of several times this occurred) and was drummed out of the service at year’s end.


As 1961 began, Garcia had no job, no prospects, and few instruments, but at least he found a thriving community to welcome him when he followed friends down to the Peninsula. Stanford, which had opened in the late 1800s, had established itself as a leading hub for scientific research and intellectual thought; just as Garcia arrived, the school built a $1.2 million medical lab. The area was crammed with students, academics, and the children of professors along with the attendant bohemians, artists, and liberal thinkers. With its coffeehouses and book stores, Palo Alto held an ambrosial lure to those who felt they didn’t fit in with the rest of the country or their own households. Garcia began spending time at Kepler’s (in its original location in Menlo Park—a second Kepler’s opened in Palo Alto in 1962) or St. Michael’s Alley, the high-ceilinged coffeehouse known for its Danish open-faced sandwiches, wine, and beer. That space also became known for Joan Baez, the unswervingly pure-voiced teenager who played there when she was a high school student in Palo Alto before her family moved east in 1958.


From almost the moment he arrived in the area Garcia befriended similarly offbeat characters, sometimes at Kepler’s. One was Trist, and another was Paul Speegle, a high school friend of Barbara Meier’s who would prance around school in a cape just, in her words, to “outrage the straights.” The three men, along with Lee Adams, an African American who worked at the Chateau, were driving in the area on the night of February 1961 when the car, going far over the speed limit, hit a tricky curve and crashed. Speegle was instantly killed; the other three sustained a range of injuries, with Garcia, violently ejected from the car, winding up with a broken collar bone and other wounds. Although Garcia wasn’t as close to Speegle as he was to his own father, it was yet another example of the way lives could change, dramatically, on a dime. “It set Jerry back on his heels,” says Grant. “It brought the reality of, ‘Oh, shit, you can die.’ Until it happens to someone close to you, it’s just something that happens to others. That’s a hell of a reality sandwich, a big bite.”


At the same time, a replacement of sorts for Speegle appeared in their lives. At a local production of Damn Yankees Garcia’s girlfriend of the moment was working the lights and introduced him to one of her exes, Robert Hunter, a nineteen-year-old with horn-rimmed glasses and a clenched grin. A few nights later Hunter wandered into St. Michael’s, looking for someone to hang with, and ran into Garcia again. Hunter, who’d lived everywhere from the West Coast to Connecticut, had in a way lost his own father too. Born Robert Burns in June 1941, Hunter had suffered through the breakup of his parents when he was young, which resulted in him spending time (being “boarded out,” as the phrase went at the time) with families between the ages of nine and eleven. His mother eventually remarried, and his new stepfather was a national sales manager for the college division of McGraw-Hill as well as an editor at Harcourt. Growing up in different locales—from Palo Alto to Connecticut—made him feel like “always the new kid in school.”


Despite their differences in family backgrounds and schooling (Hunter had logged some time at college at the University of Connecticut), Hunter and Garcia were natural allies. At Kepler’s, the Chateau, or other local digs, they could be seen playing guitars together, singing Weavers’ songs, riffing on Finnegans Wake, and chewing over whatever else they were reading and devouring at the time. “Hunter was often bummed,” Meier says. “He had some sense of things being tragic. He never seemed all that happy except when he was singing—then out came this rousing, exuberant voice.” He and Garcia’s respective cars were parked next to each other at one point, and each slept in his own vehicle and lived off whatever food they could scrounge up (sometimes from female students at Stanford, whom Garcia would charm into nabbing grub from the cafeteria). Before long they’d even formed a loose duo, Bob and Jerry, and performed at Stanford and Meier’s sixteenth birthday party, right after she’d met Garcia. As her parents cooked a barbeque, Garcia and Hunter, along with a slew of friends who all seemed to have beards, strummed and sang “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore” and other summer-camp favorites.


The move to folk music was a natural one; even though groups like the Kingston Trio were amassing hit singles and earning a small fortune on tour, the music represented everything seemingly authentic at the moment, the antidote to the commercial culture. The year 1962 was far from barren for earthy early rock ’n’ roll; Dion’s “The Wanderer,” Little Eva’s “The Loco-Motion,” and Booker T. and the MG’s “Green Onions” shook up the radio, but the music felt at an impasse, and schlock like Bobby Vinton’s “Roses Are Red (My Love)” continued to dominate the airwaves. The high school days when Garcia would play intermittently with a band called the Chords must have felt even farther away in light of how rock ’n’ roll had faltered. It wasn’t uncommon to see Garcia walking around with a banjo or with one of the two guitars Meier had bought for him. A few months before the Cuban Missile Crisis he’d been introduced to the banjo by another member of the scene, Marshall Leicester, a sophomore at Yale who’d known Garcia at school in Menlo Park and reconnected with him in the Palo Alto area in the summer of 1961.


Folk music also led Garcia to the next, even purer form of acoustic music, bluegrass and string bands. Thanks to Leicester, Garcia had become fascinated with the banjo, playing on it for hours at a time at the Chateau, Kepler’s, or anywhere that would have him. “I don’t know if you’ve spent time with someone rehearsing ‘Foggy Mountain Breakdown’ on a banjo for eight hours, but Jerry practiced endlessly,” Meier says. “He really wanted to excel and be the best. He had tremendous personal ambition in the musical arena, and he wanted to master whatever he set out to explore. Then he would set another sight for himself. And practice another eight hours a day of new licks.” It would be the first indication that making music could take priority over attending to his personal life.


Garcia’s musical partners in crime—Hunter, Leicester, Nelson, and another bluegrass-obsessed local picker, Sandy Rothman—shared his passion for acoustic genres. What followed, with varying lineups, was a succession of unplugged bands with ever-changing names: the Thunder Mountain Tub Thumpers, the Sleepy Hollow Hog Stompers, the Hart Valley Drifters. Hunter logged time in some of them, but Garcia didn’t consider his friend a serious enough musician and didn’t think he practiced mandolin nearly enough. Before long the two had had their first major falling out. Hunter had already begun writing his first novel and was seeking his own adventures at the time. To earn extra cash he volunteered for a psychology experiment at the local veterans hospital in 1962. One week he was given LSD, followed by psilocybin the next, mescaline the third week, and all four together the last week. The military wanted to know whether people who took those drugs could be easily hypnotized—the drugs were seen as potential weapons—and Hunter only told a few people about it, including Garcia and Meier. None of them could believe he’d done such a thing: it sounded so mysterious and enticing that everyone wanted in.


The string band names may have been gags—white kids gently mocking the real string bands of the South—but the fledgling musicians took to the music with an unabashed earnestness. “It was some kind of search for authenticity, for real American music,” Meier says. “That’s what was at the heart of it, finding something unsullied.” As one newcomer to the scene noticed, the boys looked straight and dressed the same way. The previous fall a Washington, DC–based guitarist named Jorma Kaukonen (who went by Jerry for a while) had arrived in California to attend Santa Clara College. His first night on the campus he wandered into a folk club and met Garcia and a young, throat-shredding Texas transplant named Janis Joplin, and eventually he would share the bill with one of Garcia’s acoustic bands in Palo Alto. “The bluegrass guys at the time dressed nicely,” Kaukonen says. “We hadn’t cultivated the jeans-and-T-shirt look yet. Jerry had that blue-grass ambience of the period.”


Norm van Maastricht had also arrived in the Bay Area shortly before, following his parents, who’d moved from Michigan. Considering himself a serious country-style guitar player in the vein of Chet Atkins, he wanted to meet other musicians and take lessons, and he kept hearing about a teacher who worked out of a music store in Palo Alto. The business, the Dana Morgan Music Shop, was known for its impressive, jammed-to-the-ceiling collection of acoustic instruments for sale. In one of the practice rooms in the back of the store van Maastricht finally caught up with Garcia, the first bearded person he’d ever met. Given Garcia’s missing digit, van Maastricht felt a strange sensation when he shook Garcia’s hand, and he also noticed Garcia liked to talk while playing his banjo, making it hard to hear him over the clatter of the instrument.


Van Maastricht became part of Garcia’s inner circle of bluegrass musician friends. Every so often he’d get a call asking whether he wanted to play and would soon after find himself in a car with Garcia and whoever else constituted the band, all of them making their way to a club, house party, or anyplace that would have them. “We felt almost driven to play anytime, anywhere, with anyone,” he says. “The hunger was never satisfied.” By the fall of 1962 the latest lineup had dubbed itself the Hart Valley Drifters and featured Garcia, Hunter, Nelson, and van Maastricht. Practice would sometimes take place at the Chateau. Every so often the same dedication and drive Meier saw in Garcia would also arise in the band too. One day the other Drifters were yapping away about this and that, all talking at once. Garcia was increasingly irked. “Guys . . . guys . . . fellas . . . boys,” he said, his voice growing ever so slightly more assertive each time.


“You could tell he was irritated and wanted them to shut up and get on with it, but he didn’t want to say, ‘Shut up and get on with it!’” van Maastricht says. “He had that low tone.” Garcia’s insistence helped. By the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis the Hart Valley Drifters were scheduled to play an art gallery at San Francisco State and also headline a folk festival at the College of San Mateo.
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A month before Garcia and Meier made their way up through the fields near Sand Hill Road, John Perry Barlow sat in his first day of English class at the Fountain Valley High School in Colorado Springs, Colorado. Hearing a leg thrumming behind him, he turned around and saw a classmate with nerdy black glasses, short hair, a thin face, a mono-brow, and a look that was slightly cross-eyed. He seemed like a bit of an oddball, but equally strange was Barlow’s initial feeling that they were kindred spirits and had known each other already.


One thing was certain: both were troublemakers who’d been shipped off to their all-boys boarding school for a reason. Barlow had been raised in Wyoming, where he was part of a Boy Scout troop whose members turned borderline delinquent when they began riding motorcycles. Because Barlow’s father was a Republican state legislator who didn’t want to attract that sort of attention, Barlow, an only child, was sent to Fountain Valley. There he learned that many of his fellow students, including this strange-looking one behind him, had also been kicked out of one school or another. The kid’s name turned out to be Bob Weir, and as Barlow learned that same day, Weir was living right across the hall from him in one of the Fountain Valley dorms.


Weir, Barlow soon discovered, had grown up in a lovely house with a long driveway and a swimming pool in Atherton, an affluent suburb west of Palo Alto. All that were missing were his birth parents. Weir’s father, a military man named John Parber who years later would wind up an Air Force colonel, had been involved with a woman in his native Tucson, Arizona; when she became pregnant she went to San Francisco and had the baby on October 16, 1947, without telling Parber. The baby would later be adopted by another military man, Frederick Weir, and his wife, Eleanor, and named Robert Hall Weir. “It was an idyllic place,” recalls Matthew Kelly, an Atherton buddy who met Weir during a Halloween trick-or-treat playtime one year. “No crime. A great place to grow up.” According to Bob, Frederick Weir was amiable, a “consummate gentleman” who was more than capable of holding his liquor; his son never saw his father drunk, just with “a twinkle in his eye.”


Bob would be similarly civil, but something inside him was incorrigible and off beat, perhaps the result of a spinal meningitis illness during his childhood or simply the way his brain was wired. In the fall of 1960 Weir began attending the Menlo School for Boys, a quasi-military academy where students wore gray flannel pants, blue blazers, and ties. Even in that setting Weir’s head seemed to operate at a different speed from his fellow students’. In class he’d deconstruct sentences and reconstruct them backward. “He’d sit there and look off into space for a second,” recalls Vance Frost, a classmate, “and you knew he was working on something. Then it would come out where the object would come first and the subject would come later. It was very unusual. I’d go, ‘Wow, his mind is different.’”


Weir was also a jock, a member of the football team, as he would be at Fountain Valley. (When the football coach at the Menlo School ordered everyone to go home that night and tape their name to the backs of their helmets, Weir, in a subtly rebellious gesture, returned the next time with his name in old English calligraphy; he did the same with Frost’s helmet too.) But participating in team sports was one of the few ways he would conform. If students heard about a firecracker being set off outside a classroom or a prank pulled on a teacher, they naturally assumed Weir had something to do with it, even if he only flashed a sly smile and never admitted to anything. In eighth grade a group of Menlo School boys were asked to be escorts at a debutante ball. Weir and Frost tolerated it as best they could, but during a break they skipped out a back door. Weir had girls on his mind, but in other ways: another classmate, Michael Wanger, recalls that Weir could sketch a naked woman in seconds.


Weir had started playing guitar at thirteen, and by the time he’d enrolled in Fountain Valley he, like Barlow, had immersed himself in vernacular music. The two would trade records by the Greenbriar Boys, Cisco Houston, and other authentic or semi-authentic vernacular types. Neither kid was much interested in what amounted to modern rock ’n’ roll, which seemed a spent force by 1962, what with Buddy Holly dead and Elvis still getting his career back on track after serving in the army. “I was fifteen, sixteen years old at the time and very much attuned to the trends,” Weir said to David Hajdu. “[Folk music] was in vogue among the artsy-fartsy kids set. There was something in there that was ringing my bells. What I had grown up thinking of as hillbilly music, it started to have some depth for me, and I could start to hear the music in it. Suddenly, it wasn’t just a bunch of ignorant hillbillies playing what they could. There was some depth and expertise and stuff like that to aspire to.”


Even though they were holed up in the middle of the country, far from their homes, Weir and Barlow had no interest in leaving their wild streaks behind. “It was a Godless subdivision where everyone went to sleep at ten,” Barlow recalls. “There wasn’t too much trouble to get into, but we managed anyway.” One night the two jumped a fence, wandered out into the prairie that surrounded the school, and dug a lavish tunnel complete with underground lairs. The boys were proud of their feat, but when they found the spot, school officials were less than impressed. A biology class semi–food fight—where dead frogs, not luncheon meat, were hurled—would become legendary. Both kids were now under scrutiny. Weir was clearly a misfit, albeit a mild-mannered one. As 1962 drew to a close he just needed a better, more welcoming outlet for that sensibility.
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It wasn’t until he made one of his trips to Kepler’s in early 1962 that Phil Lesh made the connection. Among the rows of paperbacks he’d spotted a biography of French composer Claude Debussy. With his goatee and short hair parted to the right, the man on the cover looked very much like that guy Lesh had met at the Chateau the previous fall. Lesh was neither folkie nor rocker—he’d been raised on classical music, hence his interest in the likes of Debussy—but the book jacket and the physical resemblance made Garcia seem somehow more accessible and intriguing. “It made me want to listen more closely to what Jerry was doing musically,” Lesh says. “How curious is that? Sometimes things work that way, those kinds of associations.”


Born Philip Chapman Lesh on March 15, 1940, he, like Garcia, was the child of an industrious father—in his case, Frank, who was so adept at repairing office equipment that he opened his own shop in the Bay Area. Like Garcia, young Lesh was the offspring of two working parents and spent quality time during his childhood with his grandmother. But the outward comparisons ended there. Lesh’s grandmother had helped raise him on a regular diet of classical music, and before long Lesh was learning to play violin in grade school. The blond crew cut he sported during this time made him look like the band geek he inherently was, and sure enough, he landed a seat in the kids’ orchestra at age ten. Compared to classical music, rock ’n’ roll seemed crude and unappealing. “I detested it,” Lesh says. “I thought it was totally infantile. Three chords over and over and over again. I’m coming from Beethoven and Mahler.” (Talking about his early antirock prejudices in a radio interview in 1990, Lesh added, with a laugh, “I’m happy to eat those words now and forever.”)


Whether it was a result of his brain, his personality, or his dismissive attitude toward rock ’n’ roll, Lesh not surprisingly became a loner during his teen years. “I didn’t have many friends in the fifties,” he says. “I wasn’t very popular at all.” In a sense his best friend was music, so much so that his parents moved to Berkeley so he could attend that city’s high school, which had a far better music program. By then he was specializing in trumpet. After graduating high school he enrolled in San Francisco State but left halfway through his freshman year and soon returned home. Finally, in the fall of 1958—the same time Garcia began his difficult year of tenth grade at the rough Balboa High School in San Francisco—Lesh began classes at the College of San Mateo, which introduced him to experimental modern music, Beat writing (by way of a classmate and new friend, Bobby Peterson), and pot. Taking entrance exams for UC Berkeley in 1961, Lesh met Tom Constanten, a fellow classical music fanatic and outlier. Born in New Jersey in 1944, Constanten had relocated with his family to Las Vegas ten years later. He recalls Lesh as “strikingly blond” and similarly inclined to avoid pop music. “The music we were into was off the beaten path,” Constanten says. “It was rare to find someone else who was into that. It was almost like a secret society, and we didn’t know we were members until we met.”


During his time at the College of San Mateo Lesh began making pilgrimages to the Palo Alto area, and like so many others, he was bewitched by Kepler’s, St. Michael’s Alley, and the grimier, R&B-inclined hangouts in East Palo Alto. “It was the only game in town,” he said years later to writer Hajdu. “There were just all these neat people who seemed to be congregated in one place. You could go to St. Michael’s Alley and play music all night long, and you only had to buy one cup of coffee. Every once in a while one of the girls would get up and dance flamenco on top of a table, and that was okay.” He’d also finally developed a taste for folk music, if not outright rock ’n’ roll.


By way of John “the Cool” Winter, another member of Garcia’s crowd, Lesh had finally met Garcia, most likely at the Chateau. At a party at the house around the time of Lesh’s twenty-second birthday someone brought along a sizable bag of weed to help him celebrate, and Lesh, Garcia, and anyone else around got blissfully stoned. “It seemed like enough to last a year at the time,” Lesh recalls. “I don’t think we went through all of it, but we tried.” Soon after, at a party in East Palo Alto, Lesh became entranced as he watched Garcia sing and play “Matty Groves,” the old English folk ballad about an affair between a lady of the manor and a servant that ends in death when the woman’s husband, a lord, learns about it. “It was absolutely operatic,” Lesh says. “It was a deadpan delivery and minimal guitar picking, but the whole thing was mesmerizing.” Afterward, in what Lesh calls “that adolescent hyperbolic way,” he told Garcia he was in the presence of greatness, and Garcia just snickered and said, “Yeah, right, man.”


Given his love of classical and experimental music, not to mention his barbershop-short haircut and height (he stood over six feet tall), Lesh distinguished himself in the scene in more ways than one. He seemed to talk at a quicker pace than everyone around him. For Meier’s sixteenth birthday Lesh wrote her a piece of music, a score, and told her it should be “played as fast as possible.” He seemed like the last person who would connect with Garcia, but for reasons both musical and personal, Lesh felt a bond from the start. “I have to confess, I always told my parents ‘Gee, I’d really love to have a brother,’” he says. “I guess I saw other families where there were two brothers. He was one of those guys you realize would be a friend for life.” To Constanten, the two were “complementary and sympathetic, like strings on a guitar. Phil and I were into avant-garde, and Jerry was into the Carter Family. We hadn’t had enough of a map exposed to see where the roads would lead. But we knew there was a connection somehow.”


That connection grew sturdier when, after hearing Garcia perform “Matty Groves” that night, Lesh offered to make a tape of his new friend singing that and other traditional songs. By then Lesh was volunteering as a recording engineer at KPFA, a noncommercial talk and music station funded by listeners, and he sensed Garcia would be an ideal addition to the station’s folk show. After grabbing Constanten’s tape deck out of the apartment they were sharing, Lesh and Garcia raced back to the party, recorded Garcia, and soon played it for Gertrude (“Gert”) Chiarito, the host of KPFA’s folk show, Midnight Special. The friendship was mutually beneficial: thanks to Lesh, Garcia had the potential to be heard by more people than ever before, even if his own career plans were still uncertain.


Lesh was soon gone from the scene; dropping out of the University of California at Berkeley, he wound up living with Constanten and his family in Las Vegas during the summer of 1962. (In between, he and Constanten signed up for composer Luciano Berio’s composition class at Mills College in Oakland, which also fostered their mutual love of adventurous music.) Constanten’s parents took issue with Lesh—who, by then, was letting his hair grow out—and asked him to leave, although Constanten says he never understood what happened: “They would yell at me, and I never knew what I did,” he says. “It was a very old-world sort of thing.” Either way, Lesh wound up taking a job at the post office in Vegas, hoping to work his way back to Palo Alto when he could.


But that night on the Midnight Special show Lesh didn’t simply have another chance to observe Garcia’s musical prowess; he also noticed the way Garcia effortlessly bantered with Chiarito, whom everyone knew was no pushover. “She had a lot of local folkies kissing her ass, and Jerry didn’t do that,” Lesh says. “He was just himself. I was watching him win her over instantaneously.” Few others in their world, Lesh included, had those types of people skills at that point in their lives, yet Garcia already seemed to have mastered it. As Leicester would later tell Hajdu, Garcia was “a kind of natural bohemian, but he was a bohemian who knew how to find his way through the establishment. He had the ability to make people like him and get done what he wanted to do.” That ability to subvert from within would become increasingly useful as the years went by.


[image: ]


As dusk approached, Garcia and Meier sang “Go Down, Old Hannah” a few more times. Eventually the sun set, and they were still alive.


The two didn’t know it at the time—in the days before the Internet and twenty-four-hour cable news, few did immediately—but Kennedy and Khrushchev had already defused the situation with Cuba. At almost the same time the couple had climbed their hill, at 8:05 p.m. Eastern time, (5:05 p.m. Pacific time) Kennedy had offered a deal to Khrushchev: in a telegram he asserted that the Soviet Union “would agree to remove these weapons systems from Cuba under appropriate United Nations observation and supervision; and undertake, with suitable safeguards, to halt the further introduction of such weapons systems into Cuba,” while the United States would vow not to invade Cuba. (The United States would also remove its missiles from Turkey.) The Peninsula hadn’t been scorched by a nuclear mushroom cloud; the grass around them was still golden.


Garcia and Meier began making their way down the hill and back to their homes. When she arrived at her parents’ house late that night, Meier’s parents made her dinner and told her they’d been worried sick, and her mother hugged her.


For Garcia, who’d been deeply affected after reading George Orwell’s 1984 in grade school, the incident was yet another reminder that the establishment, especially the government, couldn’t be trusted. The mere thought that the world had almost ended over a macho showdown between two heads of state felt absurd to both him and Meier. A few years later, with the band that would finally make him more famous than he probably wanted to be, he would begin singing “Morning Dew,” Bonnie Dobson’s elliptical but haunting ballad about life after nuclear fallout, inspired by the novel (and movie) On the Beach. The song had a mournful and resigned tone to start with, even when pop star Lulu covered it later, but Garcia brought to its lyrics a palpable ache, stretching out some of the notes as if he were digging deep into that spooked side of himself and his past.


The Cuban Missile Crisis was also another reminder of the fragility and impermanence of the world. The planet hadn’t ended, but just as with the death of his father and Speegle, Garcia’s world could have been tossed on its head in a heartbeat. “It was the beginning of us realizing that there were forces that could whisk away the people you love and the whole freaking planet,” Meier says. “With the Cold War that became an ongoing subliminal message, which is probably one reason why Jerry never made any plans.” Years later, after she had reconnected with him, Meier would wonder about the impact of that night on Garcia’s later bad habits, as well as the culture of the Grateful Dead itself. The message couldn’t have been less ambiguous: it was best to live in the moment, do whatever one wanted, and find pleasure in it because that moment could be taken away at any time.
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