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I was permitted to hear an incredible music.… I heard the gestation of the new world… the sound of stars grinding and chafing, of fountains clotted with blazing gems.… Music is planetary fire, an irreducible which is all sufficient; it is the slate-writing of the gods.


—Henry Miller, Tropic of Cancer


















 


I have always considered myself a very lucky man. I’ve been married for more than twenty years to a woman who loves me as passionately as I love her, and with whom I have developed a level of trust and companionship that I never dreamed existed. We are rearing two fine sons, both growing up straight and strong and loving. I survived hepatitis C and a liver transplant. I was born an only child but found my true brothers through the art of music and a series of improbable coincidences. I am blessed with the joy of earning my way by doing something I love—something that is so deep it can never be boring, or run out of challenges.


Music can define life itself, and it has indeed defined my life. In life, as in art, there are recurring themes, transpositions, repetitions, unexpected developments, all converging to define a form that’s not necessarily apparent until its ending has come and gone.


I was awakened to the power of music early in life, through the magic of radio broadcasts and by listening to my father play, from memory, his favorite tunes on the piano. Music saved me from the worst effects of adolescent angst, partly by giving me a very real sense of accomplishment. It led me into a quest for knowledge and wisdom, for the cultural, artistic, historical, and religious context of the work that moved me so much. It has clarified my feelings as my father lay dying, kept me company in the early light of day as I fed my newborn sons, soothed and transported me during life-threatening illness and surgery, and brought me illimitable joy as I watched thousands of dancers surge and spin to the music flowing through my band.


The Grateful Dead has always been collectively dedicated to many ideals: family, community, freedom, risk-taking—but for me it was always the music. With all its ups and downs, it’s an exhilarating experience to improvise—onstage and in life—with one’s fellow humans, who after forty years of living, working, disagreeing, and completing one another’s thoughts musically and conversationally, are connected by a bond that’s “thicker than blood,” as Bob Weir likes to say.














 


Oh my God, Frank! He looks just like you!” Thus spoke my beloved grandmother Jewel Chapman, known as “Bobbie” to my dad, as she stood before the newborn window at Alta Bates Hospital in Berkeley, California, beholding the newest addition to the family for the first time. Frank’s response was not recorded for posterity. Perhaps it was unprintable, as were so many of his asides and exit lines. After all, his relationship with his mother-in-law was fractious and volatile, beginning when he eloped with her daughter to Reno in August 1929. At ages twenty-five and twenty-two, my parents ran away and got married.


My dad was born Frank Hamilton Lesh in New Berlin (now called Canton, the change a result of widespread anti-German sentiment during World War I), Ohio, in 1904, the third of seven children. Family tradition describes an epic journey undertaken in 1919 by Grampa Bill, Uncle Lawrence, and my dad halfway across America, from Ohio to Arizona, then to Oregon, in a Model T Ford. They went west, traveling on what were then mostly dirt roads, to find a new home for the family (or maybe just a little elbow room). My dad’s typically laconic description of this trip: “Pretty rough.”


They eventually settled in Medford, Oregon, where Grampa opened up a grocery store and bakery. He converted the old Model T into a delivery truck, with the slogan “Lesh’s Luscious Loaf” proudly emblazoned on the sides. My dad finished high school in Corvallis, Oregon, and then attended Oregon State University, graduating with a degree in pharmacy. His real gift, though, was working with mechanical things. He had an uncanny ability to visualize the inner workings of any machine and to unerringly diagnose any problems. Does anyone out there remember adding machines? Typewriters? All those clunkity, clackety keys, and little spider arms with letters and numbers on their tips that got all tangled up if you typed too fast? Crippled machines would magically materialize on his workbench; all my dad had to do was breathe on one of them and it would sit right up and start barking. The digital dexterity this talent required also stood him in good stead as an amateur musician. He had played euphonium in high school and college bands, and while I was growing up, we all liked nothing better than to hear him barrel out exuberant versions of his favorite tunes on our upright piano. He was self-taught as a pianist, but you’d never know it to hear him. Perhaps I’m listening through the rose-colored haze of memory, but it seems he could have played in any piano bar I’ve ever been in. My grampa Bill also played music (I still have his old Albert System clarinet). There’s a persistent family legend that he actually played in one of Sousa’s bands as a young man, but he would never say one way or the other. We do have photos of him as a clarinetist in bands that played at camp meetings, old-time religious revivals/retreats that took place in communities all over the country from the early nineteenth century up until World War II.


My mom, Barbara Jewel Chapman, was born in 1907 in Winfield, Kansas. When mom was two, her mother, Jewel Schmidt Fuller, known as “Bobbie,” separated from her husband and filed for divorce, a very courageous move for a woman in those days. Winning a successful settlement, she lived alone with her child until she married Arthur Chapman, her second husband, and moved to Kansas City, Missouri. Grandfather Chapman was a bon vivant and restaurateur in Kansas City, and they lived comfortably there until his death in 1928. Bobbie and my mother then moved to Stockton, California, to live with Bobbie’s sister, my great-aunt Tillie. It was then that Barbara began commuting to Berkeley on weekends to visit her cousins, and it was there that she met my dad in early ’29.


After their wedding in August ’29, they found an apartment on Alcatraz Avenue in Berkeley, where they lived for some time. Before I was born, Bobbie came to live with them, and they moved to a series of larger places, culminating in the house on Edgecroft Road in Kensington, a suburb of Berkeley, where I grew up.


After college, Frank had decided not to go into pharmacy but to become an apprentice in the field of office machine repair, where his considerable mechanical skills could be put to good use. He rapidly rose through the hierarchy in the Bay Area, and by the time I came along, he and Mom had opened their own business.


For the first few years of my life, both of my parents were working during the week, first at their business and then, after that folded during World War II, at other similar companies. This meant that I spent most of my days with Bobbie, my grandma, whom I absolutely adored. It was through her sensitive and loving attention that at age four I first became aware of the power of music. It was her custom on Sunday afternoons to listen to the New York Philharmonic radio broadcasts; as the family legend relates, one Sunday during the concert she came out of her room, which was next to mine, and discovered me sitting on the floor with my ear pressed against the wall, entranced by the sounds emanating from the radio. She immediately invited me into her room to hear the remainder of the broadcast. As luck would have it, the next piece on the program was Brahms’s First Symphony, an immensely arresting and powerful piece. I felt as if I’d been carried into a familiar, half-remembered realm.


When I was in third grade there was a talent show at my school’s Christmas Assembly; in it, my classmate Johnny played a violin solo. Something about the sound of his playing resonated, and at the next meeting of our music class, I announced my intention to take up the instrument. At that time, we had a music teacher who came in once a week and taught us how to read music notation and sing simple choral tunes. She also taught beginning instruments after school. So I brought a violin home, along with a form for my parents to sign stating that they agreed to maintain the instrument and to replace it if it was damaged beyond repair. This caused no small amount of consternation, for two reasons: One, I had kept my musical aspirations more or less to myself, so this development came as a surprise, and two, the instrument was valued at thirty-five dollars, not a small amount in those days. In the end, reason and kindness triumphed, and so my musical odyssey began.


I progressed fairly quickly on the violin, although it’s accurate to say that I was no prodigy. The fingering and coordination of left hand and bow arm is extremely difficult, not to mention getting the notes in tune (there are no convenient frets to guide one’s fingers, as on the guitar). After a year or so, I was able to graduate to a private teacher, and by age ten I was considered advanced enough to audition for the local youth orchestra. The Young People’s Symphony Orchestra provided young musicians with the opportunity to play some of the great classics in a relaxed atmosphere while honing their skills as ensemble musicians. While I was a member, we played Beethoven’s Fifth and Seventh Symphonies, Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony, Wagner’s prelude to Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, and many other classics, light and heavy.


I stayed in the Young People’s Symphony until about age sixteen, by which time I had switched to trumpet. I had originally been attracted to it by its brilliant and electrifying timbre and by its assertiveness and prominence in an orchestral context, and had wanted to try it since sixth grade, but my braces made it painful if not impossible to even try. When my braces came off, I immediately sought out a trumpet teacher. Bob Hansen, the conductor of the Golden Gate Park Band for more than fifty years, not only taught me the trumpet, but gave me the profoundest possible grounding in principles of musicianship—dynamics, phrasing, tempo, context—fundamentals that were basic to my later study of composition as well as performance. Like other great teachers, he taught by example. I would play my lesson, he would watch and listen, and then he would calmly bring up his horn and play it the right way.


It turned out that I had a gift for the trumpet, and as I progressed, I was able to join my teacher in a local semipro orchestra in Oakland, where we played Sibelius’s Second Symphony and Brahms’s First. The latter work was a personal milestone for me, since it was the one that opened my heart to music as a child.


By this time, I was fairly accomplished as a trumpeter and began to explore more deeply the way that music was made. Unfortunately, there were no classes in harmony or anything remotely resembling music theory at my high school. I was desperate to learn, and what books I could find were less than helpful. I discovered that the high school in the next town offered courses in harmony as well as the usual performance opportunities. So, in the middle of my junior year, I asked my parents to let me transfer over to Berkeley High School. To satisfy the residence requirements, a friend agreed to let me live with his family for the first few months. I hadn’t really thought through what would happen after that, but my parents amazed me by agreeing to sell their home and move into Berkeley so that I could go to school there. Bobbie had passed away the previous year, and I guess they were ready for a change. I can’t begin to describe the feelings of gratitude and love I felt for them at that moment; they were willing to leave their beautiful home of fifteen years and move to another town, into a much smaller house, so that I could pursue my dream.


Trumpet and harmony studies at Berkeley High exposed me to a much broader spectrum of music than I had previously encountered, not only classical (Mahler, Bruckner, Richard Strauss) but jazz as well. My first experience with improvisation came at my tryout for the high school dance band; we were playing along through the chart, and we came to a place that was marked in my part “Ad Lib.” Everybody looked at me, and I said, “What?” “Ad-lib, man!” “What’s ad-lib?” General hilarity and merriment. I was informed that ad-lib (Latin: ad libitum—at one’s pleasure) means to play something that’s not written, to improvise. I fumbled my way through the section on a wing and a prayer, but my life and my idea of music had changed forever: Play something that’s not written! Something that’s never been played before! Yow!


Naturally enough, my first loves in jazz were the big bands; when I was in high school, from 1954 to 1957, we were still close enough in time to the swing era that my folks had old 78-rpm records of Glenn Miller, Tommy Dorsey, Harry James, and the king of them all: Benny Goodman. I played those so often that I wore them out. Later, I got turned on to Basie and Ellington, but my fave rave was Stan Kenton, especially the period of Contemporary Concepts and Cuban Fire, about 1955–56. I was exposed to West Coast small-group jazz during my last year in high school, and I’d heard trumpeter Clifford Brown, who immediately became for me the model for how jazz trumpet should be played. But it wasn’t until I attended the summer music camp at College (now University) of the Pacific, the summer after graduation in 1957, that I heard Miles Davis and John Coltrane for the first time. Miles I didn’t much care for at first, though I later came to love his playing and especially the bands he put together, but Coltrane just blew me away. His sound was so radical—not smooth and breathy, but solid and edgy, as if it were carved out of bronze—and his ideas! Chords stacked upon chords, phrases looping over the tiniest fraction of the beat, all with the most soulful inflections and passionate intensity. It was so outside anything I’d ever heard in any genre of music. This encounter with Coltrane was my first inkling that jazz and improvised music could carry the weight and spiritual authority of the greatest classical works.


San Francisco in the fifties was very much like a European coastal city, built on hills and bay fill, with only one building in the downtown area rising more than twelve or fifteen stories. The atmosphere was still that of a small town, and the various institutions of higher learning (University of San Francisco, City College, San Francisco State) reflected that ambience, being smaller and lower-key than places like UC Berkeley or Stanford.


That fall, I enrolled at San Francisco State, where I learned that being the best high-school trumpet player in the state didn’t mean much—good enough for maybe a slot in the nether regions of the third trumpet section of the band and for nothing at all in the orchestra. I wasn’t getting to play much music, the required introductory theory courses were repeating what I’d learned in high school, and the academics were demanding, at the very least.


In any case, at age seventeen I really wasn’t ready for college, let alone living away from home. I had originally planned to live at home my first year, but after a blowup with my dad, I moved out, sharing an apartment in Berkeley with a casual acquaintance. It seemed that everybody at school was older and more together than I was. I was living in three rooms with a roommate I barely knew, and commuting (sometimes hitchhiking) to class every day. For years, I had been anticipating living an independent life: I just couldn’t wait to grow up and move out. Well, I’d moved out all right, but I hadn’t grown up yet. I didn’t even recognize my loneliness and homesickness for what it was until after the middle of the semester, when I dropped out and came home without a clue as to what my next move would be. To my enormous relief, my parents were welcoming and supportive, with never an “I told you so” to be heard.


In those times young men had two choices: wait for the draft to catch up with you, or enlist in the regular services for two years (if you chose reserves, the term was four years). It was suggested, probably by my dad, that I follow the path of so many others who, finding themselves with no foreseeable future, joined the army. As much as I didn’t like the idea, it seemed to be my only option. It started to look better when, through my trumpet teacher, I heard of an opportunity to join the renowned Sixth Army Band, stationed at the Presidio of San Francisco. With Mr. Hansen’s recommendation, and a successful audition at the Presidio, my future was decided. I would enlist for two years and get my obligation out of the way, at the same time pursuing a musical education in the band. After going through the recruiting process, off I went to the Oakland Army Induction Center to start my military career.


The induction center was a warehouse that operated like a meat-packing plant. The raw material went in one end and came out the other right onto the bus for basic training, so I knew that once I made it through, I was in it for the long haul. Upon arrival, all new recruits were directed into a locker room, where we stripped to our shorts; all our valuables (wallet, cash, glasses) were put into a vinyl drawstring bag that we carried with us. We followed the yellow tape arrows on the floor to various testing locations where we were pushed, pulled, and prodded. I arrived at the eye test; my glasses were in my bag. I was asked to read the lowest line on the chart. I couldn’t see anything. I asked, “What chart?” “The one on the wall.” “What wall?” “NEXT!”


I still don’t know whether it was my bad eyes or my bad attitude that kept me out; I was ushered into an office, where a kindly-looking officer tried to take the sting out of my rejection: “I’m sorry to say, son, that you are unfit for military service.” A beat. “Does this mean I’ll never be drafted?” “Er, why, yes, it does.” I didn’t even leave a vapor trail, I was out of there so fast. I had suddenly discovered just how badly I didn’t want to be a soldier, no matter what the fringe benefits were.


Sometime previously I had heard about a junior college in San Mateo where there was a great jazz band and an arranging program led by a highly respected teacher, Bud Young. This option began to appear more and more attractive: a chance to learn big-band arranging, study more theory, and play a higher position in the band without the pressure of a four-year school. On my own I hitchhiked down to San Mateo, checked out the school, applied, and was accepted. On a bulletin board in the Student Housing Office I found a card advertising a boardinghouse in Burlingame, run by a Mr. and Mrs. Smith. The house had space for three students, two sharing a loft room and one downstairs. Mrs. Smith’s cooking came highly recommended by none other than the freshman dean, who had lived in her house when he attended school there. During my first school year away from home, I shared the loft with Ben, a student from Oregon, while Eddie, an engineering major from Jakarta, Indonesia, took the room downstairs.


My initiative must have pleased my parents, as they readily agreed to foot the bill for my room, board, and essentials. I was also very fortunate to get a part-time job at the college library, where my main task was to audition all the records coming into the library for scratches and pops so that we could then make notes and assess any damage done when the records were lent out. Talk about a kid in a candy store! I couldn’t wait to get to work every day to see what new stuff I could treat myself to. In this way I was able to hear the widest possible range of music, from folk to bebop to the symphonies of Mahler (which I only knew from trumpet excerpt books and printed scores), without having to buy the records, which I couldn’t have afforded in any case.


Working at the library also led to my discovery of the music and the phenomenon of Charles Ives. My first contact with this great American artist was through a survey of Ives’s life and music by Henry Cowell, another American composer, and his wife, Sydney. Charles Ives and His Music contained a brief biographical sketch and an overview of the works, with musical examples. The examples introduced me to truly original compositions: the song “The Majority,” with its notated tone-clusters and unmetered barring, and the Concord Sonata, with its free polyphony for two hands written on three staves. It almost didn’t matter what the music sounded like—it looked so cool on the page. The power and freshness of his music, together with the story of his life (neglect, misunderstanding, unwillingness to compromise in order to earn a living as a musician, going into insurance and making a fortune, composing at night, using his wealth to promote new music other than his own), made him, in my eyes, an artistic hero. All this, before I ever heard a note of the music, as there were no recordings available to me until years later. Together with that of Coltrane, the music of Ives was to become the foundation for my personal artistic aspirations, and both artists would exert a tremendous influence on the embryonic aesthetic of the Grateful Dead.


Being a year older helped me fit more comfortably into college life. I made new friends during the course of spontaneous conversations, which would be struck up over meals in the cafeteria. It was not uncommon for classes to be missed because we lost track of time while discussing this book or that poem. Everybody, it seemed, had read Kerouac and Ginsberg, and we were all full of the romance of the American road.


One afternoon, while standing in the cafeteria line, I was introduced to a short, compact man with slicked-back hair who looked to be my senior by about four years. Bobby Petersen, a fellow student and a mad beatnik from Sacramento, was a product of a quasicriminal subculture—he’d already served time in the state prison system for robbery. Perhaps because of this, he had a harder edge than any of my other friends, but underneath he was gentle and laughter-loving, with the soul of a true poet. I’d been very impressed by his piece about jazz that had appeared in the school literary magazine, and I told him so in no uncertain terms.


During our long friendship, Bobby opened my mind and heart to certain twentieth-century literature: Henry Miller, Thomas Wolfe, and post-Beat poets like Gary Snyder, Phil Whalen, and Charles Olson. One of our favorite pastimes was to sit late at night in one of our rented rooms and read aloud to each other—Miller, Wolfe, the Beats, Kazantzakis, and even, on one memorable occasion, Homer. Bobby and I would later collaborate on several songs for the Grateful Dead, among them “Unbroken Chain,” which I’ve always considered one of my best songs. Even more important, he also introduced me to the concept of living in the moment, of expanding the “now” into an eternal present.


Not to mention mind-altering substances: I’d done the usual amount of clandestine social drinking in high school, but I’d been turned off to it after one particularly blinding hangover. Bobby wasn’t much of a drinker either, and when he offered me some pot, I was ready to try it. I wanted to break out of the straitjacket of my inherited worldview, to see what, if anything, was outside my little bubble of consciousness, and I sensed that marijuana could be a tool for travel. I saw Bobby as a true artist, following an artistic and spiritual quest, and fully trusted him when he told me “You’re gonna love this stuff, Lesh.”


One evening, he showed up at my place with a twenty-five-dollar matchbox of weed. I had agreed to chip in on the cost, so he rolled up two tiny pinner joints, stuck one in his pocket for later, and fired the other one up. I had heard stories about various first experiences with this drug, but none more potentially embarrassing than the one about the guy who smokes a joint and then spends the whole evening complaining about how he’s not high. Over and over again, loudly: “This stuff’s no good; it’s not working.”


Bobby put Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring on the phonograph, turned up the volume, turned the lights down low, and went out with another friend to a poetry reading, leaving me alone with the music. My first words to him when he returned: “You won’t believe what I’ve been hearing!” Heck, I couldn’t believe it myself.


While I was living through them, the fifties seemed like the epitome of bland, vanilla, white-bread culture, a vast wasteland of perfectly organized Stepford suburbs and reactionary inertia. Looking back now, I see that decade as a period of innocence; none of the great events of the time—the cold war, with the Damoclean sword of nuclear destruction hanging over our heads, or the whole McCarthy Red Scare—seemed to have made much of an impression on me or my contemporaries. Mostly absorbed in the time-honored pursuits of adolescents in any era—school, social life, the opposite sex, omphaloskepsis—we grew up blessed, as we thought then, to be living in the greatest country on earth, where we were free to develop ourselves as far as we could imagine. The onrushing sixties were to bring a completely different paradigm, when we would begin to involve ourselves in working toward the realization of what some would deride as a Utopian dream: a nation and a culture built on love, respect, and the quest for spiritual values.














 


Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,


But to be young was very Heaven!


—William Wordsworth, “The Prelude”


During the waning of the fifties, the first stirrings of what would become a full-blown counterculture were surfacing in university and college towns all over the country; in Palo Alto, for example, several venues had sprung up where like-minded people could meet and share ideas, books, music, and more.


The Peninsula Peace Center, run by Ira Sandperl (who would soon become well-known as Joan Baez’s political guru), served the more politicized folk—nuclear disarmament activists, protesters, etc.—mostly a committed and focused bunch; but in order to pay the rent, Ira and his partner, Roy Kepler (owner of Kepler’s Books), provided rooms for Stanford students and other itinerants. They also threw huge parties that drew freaks from all over the area, providing stimulating intellectual interaction—and an endless supply of food and drink—to the local bohemians. One of these parties was my first introduction to the “underground,” defined as that alternate culture surrounding any great center of learning—mostly composed of former students, perennial students, and nonstudents.


St. Michael’s Alley, run by Vern Gates, was the classic bohemian coffeehouse—smoky dive, lots of small tables, real strong coffee, and an occasional open-mike night; most of the time, people would sit at the tables playing and singing together: in short, a very loose scene.


Kepler’s Books, in Menlo Park, was St. Mike’s plus a bookstore, the same loose atmosphere with one big difference—you could casually pick a book off the shelf, bring it to your table, and quote it in support of some intense point you were trying to make (in the freewheeling discussion group always gathered there), or just sit down and read the whole book while your coffee slowly got cold. I can’t overemphasize the importance of poetry and literature at that time. I’ve always felt that the whole sixties artistic counterculture evolved from the Beats (who were mostly writers—jazz was their music), who had themselves evolved from the great period of English Romantic literature 150 years earlier. Their work shared important themes and concerns with the likes of Blake, Coleridge, and Wordsworth. We were all standing on the shoulders of giants.


I was continuing in school at the College of San Mateo. Unfortunately, there weren’t a lot of options in San Mateo for R & R on weekends. My friends from school told me about all the cool scenes in Palo Alto, so off I went exploring—spelunking, you might say, or just trolling in deep waters.


Hanging at St. Mike’s, I heard about Vic Lovell, a grad student/ assistant professor at Stanford who had an open house for his students and friends every weekend; he lived on a little street in Menlo Park called Perry Lane—right next door to some guy named Ken Kesey, who was supposed to be a big cheese in the Stanford creative writing seminar (at that time conducted by Wallace Stegner). Fairly soon the word got out that here was a rare place to congregate more or less privately, and I started making regular stops on weekends at Vic’s cozy living room with its wooden ceilings and stone fireplace. The place got pretty crowded some nights, with loud music and lots of loud animated conversation. Periodically Kesey would come over from next door and throw us all out. I was a little intimidated by Kesey, who was older, presumably wiser, and already gaining a reputation as a writer to watch. An outspoken, iconoclastic thinker and a champion wrestler from Oregon (built like a big brick fireplug), he didn’t seem to have a lot of patience with kids like us who were just looking for a good time.


When we couldn’t hang at Vic’s, we gravitated to the Château, a big shingle house on a large hilly lot in Menlo Park, about a mile west of Kepler’s and just down the road from Perry Lane. The Château was owned by a guy named Frank, who rented out rooms there so he’d have some company. It was the temporary home of many who would become good friends and newfound brothers, and also a way station on a new kind of underground railroad: People traveling to or from scenes connected to other schools up and down the coast (Emerson College, in Pacific Grove; UC Berkeley; Reed College, in Portland) would stop at Kepler’s and often spend the night at the Château before moving on. At the very least, it’s the place where I first met Jerry Garcia. In the fall of 1959, I had come down for my weekend cruise and was directed, as if by an unseen hand, to a party up in the hills.


It was a clear, brisk evening; people were milling about on the lawn, while the house was radiating energy. Several rooms held musicians, and from inside, an alto saxophonist could be heard playing solo over the laughing voices from the front yard. One of the music rooms was crowded with people listening to a bearded fellow play guitar and sing folk songs. I had seen this guy around a few times, at Kepler’s, St. Mike’s, the Peace Center; everyone seemed to defer subtly to him, and this made me a little nervous—nobody could be that cool. This was at the very beginning of the folk revival, and I hadn’t heard a lot of the music. I confess my reaction was probably superficial, but it didn’t grab me right away. I would soon discover that I just hadn’t been listening. Later that evening, I was introduced to the singer/guitarist: “Hey, Phil, this is Jerry—he’s a musician too.” I responded with some snotty comeback like “Yeah, well I play jazz, man”; but Jerry just said something like “Cool! You gotta meet Lester, and Jackson, and…,” naming local East P.A. guys who played jazz in houses and at parties—even then, he was about furthering the music. He also bore an uncanny resemblance to the composer Claude Debussy: dark, curly hair, goatee, Impressionist eyes.


During that period, there were several cars parked at the back of the Château, being used for housing by people who couldn’t afford rooms; one car was occupied by John the Cool (later to become Neal Cassady’s drug connection), another by Jerry and Bob Hunter, an aspiring poet. Frank, the owner, kept his apartment in the basement; my good friend Page Browning lived in the pump house outside, and the rest of the rooms were rented to an assortment of students and university hangers-on.


There were two sides of the music scene in Palo Alto—the folkie bunch hanging at St. Mike’s and the Château, and the blues/R & B/ jazz party scene in East Palo Alto (and at the Château). “East Paly” was across Highway 101 (a version of “the tracks”), and it was referred to as “the Ghetto” by everyone, including its inhabitants. There was a continual cross-fertilization of musical styles occurring—folkies showing up at the blues bash and jamming with the locals, and the jazz guys hanging at the Château; everyone seemed to be full of music in some way, and eager to share the joys and riches of their discoveries.


So it was that one night I fell by a party in the Ghetto, and right there in the front room was a stocky black-haired dude dressed in Levis and leather playing acoustic guitar and singing the blues, a middle-class white kid with the voice of a sixty-year-old black man. “Who’s that, now?” I asked someone. “That’s Ron McKernan; everyone calls him Pigpen.” Looking closer, I saw that he did seem kind of, um, greasy; but that impression was immediately swept away as he launched into a raucous blues stomp. Pig’s dad, it turned out, was Phil McKernan, for many years the number one R & B disc jockey at KRE in Oakland; naturally enough, Pig had been absorbing the blues and gospel right through his pores since birth. Strangely, Pigpen also resembled Debussy, judging from some photos taken in the composer’s later years. After that, I kept seeing Jerry and Pigpen around the scene almost every weekend, at the Château, or in the Ghetto, or at St. Mike’s. Sometimes they’d play together, and sometimes with others individually, just a coupla guys trading songs.


Meanwhile, I had finished up at the College of San Mateo, and I transferred to UC Berkeley in fall 1961, entering as a sophomore. On my first day in the music department, I was waiting to take an eartraining test when I overheard someone say in a clear, confident voice, “After all, music stopped in 1750 [the year of Bach’s death] and began again in 1950 [the emergence of the postwar serialists].” Aha! Someone who knows about the avant-garde! This, I soon discovered, was Tom Constanten; hailing from Las Vegas, he was a freshman majoring in astronomy and minoring in music. He was also a pianist who had actually played some of Boulez’ and Stockhausen’s piano pieces. I was delighted to find someone who knew of, and cared about, what I felt was the most revolutionary paradigm shift in classical music in two hundred years, the equivalent in music of Einstein’s theory of relativity in physics. T.C. and I became fast friends on the spot, and within two weeks he had given up his room in a boardinghouse and moved into my apartment on Durant Avenue, a block from the campus.


My main source of support was still my parents, but stockbrokers Dean Witter & Co. had also hired me as a board marker. My job was to read the ticker tape of transactions from the New York Stock Exchange and post the fluctuating prices on a blackboard for the six hours or so the market was open each day. Talk about dark Satanic mills! But at least I was done early, I didn’t have to attend many morning classes, and I still had time to volunteer at KPFA, the local public radio station and flagship for the ultra-alternative (read: liberal) Pacifica Foundation. Pacifica was and is the mouthpiece for the farthest-out political views in the country; at that time it served as a bastion of protofeminist, ultraleftist, embryonic-environmentalist doctrine. The music programmers cast their net far and wide for the most unusual and striking recordings of everything from ethnic to avant-garde; their connections with the state-supported radio networks in Europe provided them with recordings of the newest and most controversial works of Boulez, Berio, Stockhausen, et al.—within mere months after their premières.


Since my interest in avant-garde classical music was peaking at that time, it was a great pleasure to be able to volunteer there and, for six hours or so a week, to be able to learn a little about microphones, control boards, mixing, tape manipulation, and, above all, limitation! The signal must be compressed so that the dynamic peaks don’t fry the transmitter! This was the one law—Don’t ya let those needles peak. Everything else was so loose that it was easy to make clandestine tape copies of the coolest new music for further study; thank goodness for that, as this music was so dense that it rewarded repeated listenings handsomely.


As I learned more about the actual workings of the studio, I was able to first assist and then engineer various live broadcasts, from panel discussions to live music, but the cream of the crop was the Midnight Special, a live folk music forum broadcast at midnight every Saturday night, the only open-ended program on the KPFA calendar. I really believe that I got the job of engineering the Special because no one else wanted to break up their Saturday night by coming to work at 11:00 p.m.; nonetheless, it was an ear-opener for me to hear the breadth and variety of the Bay Area folkie scene, and it was very impressive.


I continued to drive into Palo Alto on weekends, borrowing T.C.’s car, and it was at a party in the Ghetto that I heard Jerry Garcia sing an old border ballad called “Matty Groves,” and I finally got it. The song tells of a love triangle between a feudal lord, his lady, and a serf, Matty, who loves the lady and is ultimately betrayed by her in a most gruesome manner. Jerry’s delivery was both spine-tingling and bloodcurdling, presented without histrionics and with a fearless objectivity—just letting the song speak for itself. That was my first intimation that music with that kind of directness and simplicity could deliver an aesthetic and emotional payoff comparable to that of the greatest operatic or symphonic works. Needless to say, I was blown away; and later, in the kitchen, as Jerry and I sat across from each other at the old rickety table, talking and drinking cheap wine as the party was winding down, I had a blinding flash: I should get Jerry on the Midnight Special so everybody could hear how extraordinary he was! Jerry, endearingly diffident as always, was a little reluctant to consider it at first; it wasn’t that easy, he said, the usual suspects that perform the show regularly were mostly from Berkeley, etc. “But you have a secret weapon,” said I. “Me! Let’s make a demo tape of a few songs, and I’ll take it to Gert [Chiarito, the hostess of the show]. She’ll be blown away like I was; it’s as good as done!”


So off we went that same night, back to Berkeley to my place, about an hour’s drive; we borrowed the only tape recorder I knew of (T.C.’s reel-to-reel Wollensak), turned right around, and went back to the party. There, we commandeered the kitchen table and borrowed a microphone, and as Jerry sang and played, I rolled tape; we recorded “Matty Groves” and “The Long Black Veil” and a couple of Jerry’s other favorites.


That night as we drove, we had talked of many things, profound and mundane: music, art, school, girlfriends, the army, scuffling for food, etc. I was an only child and pretty much a loner; he was more oriented to a tribal way of looking at the world. He’d been playing guitar since age fifteen. I’d been playing trumpet since age fourteen but had given it up to study composition. I’d tried to parlay my trumpet chops into a seat in the Sixth Army Band and failed. He was offered the classic choice of the juvenile delinquent: jail or the army. He’d taken the obvious course and had just been discharged.


I knew I had discovered a kindred spirit, but he turned out to be much more; I didn’t know then, or perhaps only suspected subconsciously, that I had found a brother.


Jerry was born in 1942, making him and me the only original members of the Grateful Dead over twenty-one when we started. He grew up in the Mission District of San Francisco, part of an extended family that spanned at least three generations, maybe four—Dad: Joe Garcia, a musician (saxes and woodwinds) and bandleader; Mom: Ruth Clifford Garcia, a hospital nurse; older brother: Clifford, also known as “Tiff.” For the first few years of Jerry’s life, the family summered in the mountains of Santa Cruz County, where at age four Jerry lost a finger in an axe-idental amputation.


After Jerry’s dad, Joe, left the music business, he became partners with some friends and opened a hotel and restaurant on the site of what’s now the Maritime Hall in Rincon Hill in San Francisco. The family was shattered by a cruel stroke of fate when Jerry was five: On a family vacation, Jerry watched from the shore as his father lost his footing and drowned in the Trinity River. Ruth sold their house to buy out the partners in the hotel, and Jerry and his brother went to live with their grandparents.


The hotel/restaurant/bar became very successful, and the remainder of the family, back together, moved to Menlo Park; Jerry attended all but one year of middle school there. The family moved back to San Francisco when Jerry was almost fifteen, and it was just about this time that he scored his first guitar—an electric, at that—as a gift from his mom. (Actually, it was an accordion, but Jerry persuaded Ruth to see the light and trade it for the guitar. Although I wonder, what if.… No. I dare not go there.)


The next summer, Jerry enrolled in an art program at what’s now the San Francisco Art Institute, where he honed his drawing skills. He delighted in producing the most amazingly convoluted, multifaceted images—almost Escher-like, but at once more figurative and more abstract. He also spent time hanging with the Beats in North Beach and continuing to play guitar.


By his seventeenth summer, he was bored with school and began cutting classes. This lasted one semester, until Jerry, out of desperation, like so many kids his age, checked himself into the U.S. Army for a tour of duty at the Presidio of San Francisco. Jerry didn’t fit well in the military mindset; after being AWOL more often than was acceptable, he was offered a discharge on a technicality: “not suited to the military lifestyle.” O lucky man!


Leaving the army, he gravitated south to Palo Alto, where old friends and a place to stay awaited him; he had determined that he didn’t want to go to school or to work. His goal was to goof off, and if your idea of goofing off is practicing the guitar all day and then playing in clubs at night, or raving all night with friends at the local coffeehouse and then going out to frolic in nature, he succeeded magnificently.


Once ensconced in Palo Alto, he had access to all the scenes that were just getting started: the Château, St. Mike’s, Kepler’s, the Peace Center. To pay the bills, Jerry found work as a guitar teacher. (One of his former students became my older son’s fifth-grade teacher, who told the story about Jerry being so discouraged by this particular student’s lack of progress that he excused himself to use the restroom, climbed out the window, and never returned. Patience was never one of Jerry’s virtues.) He had also moved from folk to bluegrass to jug bands to electric blues to rock, taking from each just what he could use; he was a powder keg of influences jostling and elbowing one another—and the fuse had been lit. I drove back to Berkeley that night feeling really excited about having others hear this enormously talented artist.


I had to wait until the next Saturday to give Gert our tape; I was literally twitching with anticipation to hear what she thought. My hopes were raised even higher, though, when she came back the next week saying, essentially: Sure, he’s welcome to come on the show, but this guy is so unique I’d like to do a ninety-minute special just on him. (Yes!) As soon as we could get it together, we gathered at the KPFA studios to make a tape for broadcast. I was in the engineering booth, rolling the tape; Jerry, Gert, and ten or so intimates were in the studio (Gert liked to have a live audience, even for prerecorded shows). Jerry was in really fine form; that session showcased his “public” persona: whimsical, diffident, humorously self-deprecating, full of great stories and zinging one-liners. So it went; he played a song, he and Gert talked a little about the song and related matters, then he played another song, and so on for about two hours. Gert and I then edited the tape down to fit the ninety-minute time slot, and the show was broadcast later that month in evening prime time as “The Long Black Veil” and Other Ballads: An Evening with Jerry Garcia—not an inauspicious debut for a guy who was, at that time, known only around Palo Alto and the San Francisco Peninsula.


Meanwhile, I had dropped out of school at Berkeley because I was not motivated enough to complete the academic requirements. Through the good auspices of T.C., I was able to audit the graduate-level composition class at Mills College, in Oakland, conducted by Italian composer Luciano Berio, one of the heroes of the classical avant-garde. It was a revelation to observe Berio at work; it didn’t seem as if he was teaching, just going on about his work, his students learning as if by osmosis—mostly, though, he took us through analyses of twentieth-century masterworks, Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring being the most memorable.


Toward the end of the school year, Mr. Berio was invited to be composer in residence at the Ojai Festival, a weekend of music new and old held in Ojai, near Santa Barbara. I had managed to make myself relatively indispensable by serving as sound mixer for Mills College performances of the newest electronic music (Stockhausen’s Gesang der Jünglinge, Berio’s Thema {Omaggio á Joyce}) and was invited along to mix the tape sections of Berio’s Differences, a piece for chamber quintet and tape. The festival also presented a panel discussion featuring Berio and Milton Babbitt, who discussed, most amusingly, the problems of composition in the twentieth century. The highlight for me was an outdoor performance, in the Libby Amphitheater, of Mozart’s Piano Concerto no. 25, conducted by Berio and played by Lucas Foss (who later would invite the Grateful Dead to perform improvisations with his orchestra, the Buffalo Philharmonic); the performance flowed like a limpid stream of melody, happily accompanied by some twenty or so birds perched in the trees surrounding the seats.


Just after I returned from Ojai, I was fortunate enough to hear a legendary performance by John Coltrane’s new quartet at the Jazz Workshop in San Francisco. That night, the great guitarist Wes Montgomery, who had made his early reputation in the San Francisco scene, joined the band onstage. I stayed for both sets, and to this day I haven’t heard a performance in any genre of music that came close to reaching the heights of that one. The band played pretty much continuously, with very few breaks, starting at a peak and climbing: The atmosphere in that funky little club literally turned golden. David Crosby told me a great story about seeing ’Trane one night at that same club; David had gone to the men’s room, and as he was leaving, Coltrane ended his solo, left the bandstand, walked into a tiny room offstage, and stood there, still playing—all the way through the piano solo and into the reprise, when he returned to the band. That night confirmed, in spades, my earlier suspicions that improvised music could reach the heights and depths of the finest classical music, and transcend time and space.


After the KPFA sessions, I didn’t see anyone from the Palo Alto scene for almost a year; T.C. and I had an opportunity to study composition informally with Mr. Berio in Europe, if we could only get there. Not an easy task for scuffling students, but T.C. came through again—his father was the captain of waiters at the Sands Hotel in Las Vegas; surely he could get us jobs for the summer so we could earn our passage. So off we went at the end of the school year, full of promise and hope. When we got to T.C.’s house, I was welcomed at first, but his mother, I soon found out, blamed me for the fact that her son was not going to become a scientist, but a musician. So I was unceremoniously ejected from the house in the middle of the night, with a trunk full of stuff and nowhere to go; luckily, an old friend of T.C.’s, Bill Walker, owned a house not far away. T.C. helped me carry my trunk, and we ended up knocking on Bill’s door; he very kindly allowed me the use of his living room couch on an open-ended basis (gratis until I got a job), with the promise of a room when one opened up.


Naturally, the hotel job was out of the question, and after some weeks of increasingly fruitless job-hunting, I was forced to admit that I had no practical skills whatsoever, having failed to secure employment at various local industrial firms. I even hitched a ride seventy miles into the desert looking for work at Mercury, Nevada, the nuclear test site for the Department of Defense; I didn’t get that job because I confessed to the interviewer that I’d have to hitchhike back and forth from Las Vegas. I turned to the post office; since the substation three blocks down the road from Walker’s was hiring that week, I applied, took the Civil Service Exam, and presto! I was a full-fledged flunky of Big Government.


In an interesting premonition of things to come, I hadn’t been able to afford a haircut since before leaving Berkeley, and at least two of my fellow employees took it upon themselves to remind me daily of the general unsuitability of long-haired males for any good at all: “Get a haircut!” “Who’s that with the hair?” My feeble rejoinder: “Who’s that with the mouth?”


Since I’d missed my chance to go to Europe, my goal became to earn enough money to get back to the Bay Area, where I would… I wasn’t sure what, but I knew I had to get back there. After working through the fall at the post office, I got bored and switched jobs, becoming a keno teller at the Frontier Casino, home of the world’s largest neon cowboy. I worked the graveyard shift six nights a week and thus was privileged to observe the nightmarish underbelly of the gambling culture at close range. It seemed as if only the most hopelessly addicted creatures shambled in late at night, usually carrying a sheaf of old keno tickets thick enough to choke a moose, leafing through them as they stood in front of my station mumbling distractedly, finally choosing one particular ticket and presenting it with a flourish: This is the one—I’m gonna win big tonight! Of course it never happened, but I would see the same pathetic souls over and over, night after night, always driven by the hope of the Big Score.


At age twenty-three, I had had just about enough of Las Vegas by the time spring came to the desert, even with the congenial atmosphere at Walker’s. I had finally graduated from the couch to my own room, and was working on a big orchestral piece for 125 musicians and four conductors. So I quit my job, dumped my stuff into my old steamer trunk, and took a Greyhound bus to Palo Alto. Although I was planning to meet up with T.C. and Walker in San Francisco and find a place there, I was hoping to get a room at the Château for the summer. I got off the local bus and schlepped my trunk over to Kepler’s; I was trying to manhandle my handicap through the door when two young women threw it open and raced off laughing down the street. A good omen, thought I, recognizing Joan Baez as one of the two. (Lucky she didn’t trip over my trunk and break something.) As I’d hoped, there were several familiar faces in Kepler’s, and I was able to score a lift up to the Château, where Hunter and John the Cool both had rooms; Jerry was living in the pump house by then.


I had saved some money from my employment in Vegas and was able to rent a room there. The scene was pretty much as I remembered it—lots of people coming and going at all hours of the day and night, intense discussions of deep subjects, parties every weekend—only now I was part of it instead of just a weekend warrior. For the first time in my adult life, I felt really at home, sleeping in a little nook off the living room, while we all shared the bathrooms and kitchen and ate mostly fast food from downtown Menlo Park.


By this time Jerry’s musical quest had taken him all the way from folk to bluegrass, the bebop of country music; he (on banjo) and Hunter (on bass) formed a hybrid trio with David Nelson, a guitarist from up the road apiece, and were playing at a new club called the Tangent as the Wildwood Boys. His banjo playing was a revelation to me—since I hadn’t heard any bluegrass, my idea of the banjo was pretty much strummity-strum; there was Jerry, playing the most exhilarating stream of runs up and down the fret board, popping the notes out like tiny rivets, all at amazing speed and with crystalline clarity. He would walk around the Château in the afternoon playing the most astonishing shit—and he never seemed to repeat himself.


Around this time, John the Cool was dealing drugs out of his room, and people began visiting him sporadically at odd hours, notably a man of middle height in his early forties, who was what we’d now call “buff,” but ruggedly so, with short hair, and usually dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. This was Neal Cassady—who was, I was told by John in hushed, reverent tones, the prototype of Jack Kerouac’s road heroes Dean Moriarty, of On the Road, and Cody Pomeray, of Visions of Cody and The Dharma Bums. Neal was then working in a trucktire facility in Los Gatos to support his wife and two kids. Some time later, John and I went to pick him up at work; it was amazing to watch him hump huge truck tires off the shelves, roll them two at a time to his station, pop them on rims as if they were bike tires, levitate the whole unit onto the wheel hub, and tighten down the wheel nuts—all in a blur of motion, he was moving so fast (“If a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well,” my dad always told me; Neal was the living embodiment of that maxim).


I first experienced Neal’s supersensory abilities when John and I rode with him up to San Francisco one day. Neal was driving an old Packard convertible, and we set off up the freeway only to run into early traffic for the Giants game at Candlestick Park. There were three lanes of bumper-to-bumper traffic, moving at a snail’s pace if at all, a vast, sluggish river of varicolored metal oozing through a gorge, and sailing this river, steadily moving through traffic: our car, with Neal not only driving (magically weaving his way into postage-stamp-size holes in the flow), but carrying on conversations with everyone in the car and playing his signature game of Radio I-Ching. Radio I-Ching is played by constantly changing the radio station, not just to change the music played, but to illustrate a node or common thread in the several conversations occurring in real time. This has to be done from a state of “no mind”; if there’s any thought put into it, we degenerate into mere channel-scanning. An example: We’re on our way back that night, leaving an apartment house somewhere on Potrero Hill; Neal is hurtling this monster Packard down the hill, using all the lanes. We’re doing at least fifty through little winding streets; when I force my heart out of my throat, I realize, This guy can see around corners! He knows there are no cars coming! Sure enough, just then, Neal hits the brakes and slides into the proper lane—and around the corner ahead comes a mail truck. Whew! Neal’s now in full flight; we sail on down the hill toward the freeway, Neal’s fingers dancing on the radio buttons. Fragments of music and speech flash by, interwoven with the rhythm of Neal’s voice (it wasn’t necessary for anyone to answer—Neal could hold up your end of the conversation as well as you could); suddenly, a familiar phrase comes through: the finale to Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony. Totally ignorant of protocol, I say, ‘Hey, wait a minute, let’s listen to that,” but Neal’s already moved on; he looks at me, shakes his head, and says, “Show tune, huh? Show-tune Phil.” Well, that certainly put me in my place, but it still cracks me up that Neal mistook Shostakovich for a show tune.


The first of our bunch to marry was Jerry, as always the reluctant leader. He had met Sara in typical Garcia fashion, while carrying his guitar across the Stanford Shopping Center parking lot, en route to another shiftless day of pickin’ and grinnin’ down at St. Mike’s; she was riding her bicycle en route from class to lunch, the epitome of the studious Stanford girl. He hitches a ride on her bike, and the rest is history. Sara was from a well-to-do family, and they spared no horses for the wedding of their little girl, although the sight of Jerry must have given them pause at first. The ceremony was held in church, with David Nelson as best man; but the real fun came at the reception, as the maids of honor and all of Sara’s well-dressed friends and family hit the bar, slugging champagne as if it was the last day before Prohibition. Meanwhile, all of Jerry’s scuzzy beatnik friends, myself included, descended on the heavily laden food tables like a plague of locusts of biblical proportions: Free food! And lots of it! The social polarity of the time was never so clearly delineated: The upper class drinks, the proletariat scuffles for bread.


The fun came to a screeching halt when we were told by Frank that he was going to sell the Château. Jerry and Sara had already moved into a place of their own and were soon to leave on a cross-country summer bluegrass tour; after the birth of their daughter, Heather, they would perform periodically in folk clubs around the area as Jerry and Sara. David Nelson and Bob Hunter found a house to share in Palo Alto; I moved to a rental room near the highway to finish the first draft of my big orchestra piece, and then temporarily shared a nice house in Palo Alto with my friend Page Browning. With the closing of the Château, the scene began to spread out and scatter; by the end of the summer I would be living in San Francisco.














 


By the late fall of 1963, I was more or less settled in a cottagestyle house on Eureka Street, just west of Castro, in San Francisco. T.C. came back from Vegas to be my roommate. I had once again landed a part-time job at the post office, this time as a driver—my duty was to collect the rush-hour end-of-business mail from all the drop boxes up and down Market Street, with a detour up Van Ness (two of the busiest and most chaotic streets in the city).


I’d been working hard composing the final score of my big piece for four orchestras, entitled Foci (quasi-scientific or -mathematical titles and compositional paradigms were all the rage in the avant-garde at that time). The piece itself was composed spatially: I imagined the music rotating or sweeping around the audience with each orchestral group at a focus of an ellipse—the image was of planetary orbits, I guess.…


One brisk fall afternoon, I was walking down Castro Street to catch the N-Judah car to work. As I reached the intersection of Eighteenth Street, my eye was caught by a newspaper stand—screaming at me from the biggest headline I’ve ever seen are the words MURDER OF THE PRESIDENT. I fumbled a dime out of my pocket, grabbed the paper, and read the tragic news from Dallas: A sniper had killed President Kennedy during a political visit. Like many young people at the time, I was a huge admirer of our fallen leader; he had seemed to bring with him the promise of fresh approaches and a more flexible consciousness to the great issues of our age. As I rode to work, I wanted to shout at everyone, “What’s the matter with you? Don’t you know what’s happened?”


Later that weekend, I saw for myself something of what it must have been like after Pearl Harbor in 1941—people weeping openly on the street, gathered in groups arguing about the causes of it all, staring numbly at TV screens in bars and in store windows. On Saturday afternoon, I picked up the mail on Ellis Street; from inside the bar behind me came the most incongruous sound imaginable—the Funeral March from Beethoven’s Eroica symphony. I dropped the bag and went in—flickering on the black-and-white screen: Leonard Bernstein and the New York Philharmonic playing that noblest of elegies for a fallen hero. That’s when I lost it completely, as a wrenching sense of emptiness stabbed at my heart. Although I only sensed it vaguely at the time, my grief wasn’t just for the passing of one man, but for the fact that the whole world I’d grown up in, the America that I loved and trusted, would never be the same again.


For the rest of the winter I toiled in a fog of depression and gloom. I was twenty-four years old, a college dropout with no girlfriend, working at a nowhere job, not making music of any kind. The Kennedy assassination had hit me hard, and I was feeling very much at loose ends. I was definitely in the proper frame of mind, looking for a change, anything, when one day after work I was handed a foil-wrapped cube by one of my coworkers. “Here ya go,” he whispered. “Two hundred fifty mikes.”


For some time, I had been hearing about magical substances that could open hidden realms of consciousness. Foremost among these were mescaline, a derivative of the peyote cactus Lophophora williamsii, and psilocybin, a derivative of the so-called magic mushrooms, Psilocybe mexicana, or Stropharia cubensis. None of your average disaffected youth or protohippies had access to any of these substances; they might as well have been growing on the moon. In my circle of friends, several books on the subject were widely popular: Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception, Gordon Wasson’s The Road to Eleusis, and Alan Watts’s The Joyous Cosmology—all of which only served to whet our appetites and anticipation. Then we began hearing rumors of a new “superdrug,” LSD, in connection with the infamous Harvard psychologist Timothy Leary—who, together with his colleague Richard Alpert, had been dismissed from his professorship for allegedly providing this mysterious psychotropic drug to his students. Leary and Alpert had then moved to Mexico and founded an organization called the International Foundation for Internal Freedom (IFIF), which was dedicated to research and experimentation with all consciousness-expanding drugs.


I knew from my reading that 250 micrograms of LSD was a big dose; I decided on the spot to split the stuff, which was still legal at the time, with T.C., who had expressed interest. When I got back to Eureka Street, however, he wasn’t home—then I remembered: He worked the swing shift. Well, I just couldn’t wait to try this, so I carefully cut the cube in half, and down she went. I don’t remember much after that, just a kaleidoscope of emotional peaks; at one point I found myself outside in the front yard on a beautiful starry night, conducting, with extravagant gestures, Mahler’s great Tragic Symphony, which was blasting from the house. Since my wonderful first experience with Brahms at age four, I’ve found music to be, among many other things, a safety net, a lifeline that remains constant when all other mental constructs are in total Heraclitean flux.


So where were the hallucinations, the scary visions, the cosmic truths? I didn’t find any of those levels until later. My guess is that I’d left more than half the dose behind in T.C.’s portion; judging from the expression on his face as I walked in the door the day he did his share, his experience was somewhat more ecstatic than mine had been.


For me and my friends, these drugs (pot, acid, the other “entheogens”) 1 were seen as tools—tools to enhance awareness, to expand our horizons, to access other levels of mind, to manifest the numinous and sacred, tools that had been in use for thousands of years by shamans, by oracles, in the ancient mystery schools, by all whose mission was to penetrate beyond the veil of illusion. In short, these experiences were not embarked upon as an escape from “reality”—they were explorations into the super-real, voyages designed to bring a larger sense of reality back into human consciousness, which had become irredeemably bogged down in the material world.


It’s been asserted from some quarters of traditional teaching that these experiences were artificially induced shortcuts to spiritual levels that were better attained through long and reverent spiritual work. That’s partly true; however, I saw these visions as a sign that we were on the right track. After all, the drugs wouldn’t let you stay there—you came back eventually to “reality”—but knowing that these levels of spirit existed inspired us to search out as many ways as we could to return to these exalted levels of awareness.


With my first psychedelic experience I had broken through my depression and was now ready to seek out less solitary forms of creative pursuit—and guess what? Things started happening. First, I ran into my Mills composition classmate Steve Reich, who at the time was driving a cab in San Francisco and working with the San Francisco Mime Troupe as musical director. The Mime Troupe was as classic an anarchist collective as ever was—a bunch of actors and far-left theorists dedicated to provocateur street theater, their productions of classic farces (such as Molière’s Tartuffe), both in theaters and outside in the parks, were practically the only rays of light in the otherwise grim and gray cultural atmosphere of San Francisco at that time. Ronnie Davis, the director, and Saul Landau, the manager, were both committed activists of the left; their agenda was basically to put the Man up against the Wall. Two other members of the creative team would also make their mark—actor Peter Cohen, later known as Peter Coyote, and Herb Greene, a photographer who became a world-class portraitist on a par with Karsh or Avedon.


In a great stroke of luck for me, Steve asked if I was interested in writing something for a new music concert he was planning at the troupe’s theater space on Capp Street. Of course I was, and I eventually turned out a piece of pretentious crap perfectly consonant with all the current avant-garde clichés. The best thing about it was the title: 6 & [image: image] for Bernardo Moreno, and the best thing about that was the reaction of my parents. Mom, ever protective of her little darling: “Oh dear, I hope you’re not hanging around with some pachuco.” Dad: “What’s that mean, hat size for a pinhead?”


Actually, the best thing about it was that I became involved with the troupe, essentially joining Steve in the music “department.” Our function was to provide what little atmospheric music was needed in their bare-bones, no-frills productions; aside from that we could just fool around there with various ideas. Steve was just on the verge of a breakthrough in his compositional approach; in the next year he would emerge with a totally stripped down kind of musique concrète using overlapping rhythmic loops of taped voices, eventually becoming one of the postmodern era’s most important and influential composers—the inventor of minimalism, some say. Right then, though, he was still heavily into improvised music, and even as we were taking the troupe’s tape recorder around the city to record various sounds for the shows, we were lobbying Ronnie Davis for a chance to do some sort of improvisational music-theater piece. Just before Steve joined the troupe, they had put on a “happening” called Event I, so we decided to call this one Event III/Coffee Break (there was no Event II). The idea was to combine improvised dance/movement, lights, and music/sound to—to—tell a story? Channel our aggressions? Épater les bourgeois? Nobody knew. Nobody cared. We just wanted to throw all these elements together, wail with ’em, and see what happened. In retrospect, this event, the manifestation of a collective unconscious, served as the prototype for what became the Acid Test (at that time lacking, of course, the Main Ingredient), a manifestation of collective consciousness.


In fact, Event III was like a precognitive vision of the Tests—broad swaths of colored light sweeping through space; chaotic but hypnotic music (played by Steve, T.C., myself, and a great drummer from Oakland, Wahlee Williams); Ronnie Davis in a cop uniform descending from a ladder in grotesque, disjointed moves as I rise from a trapdoor playing “Twinkle Twinkle, Little Star” on trumpet. It was so crazy we might as well have been on acid. It was tremendous fun to work on that level with the troupe, but when their next production didn’t need music, Steve moved on—and so did I.


Things continued to look up; one day when visiting Dennis, an old friend from the volunteer days at KPFA, I was introduced by his wife, Jeanne, to a vivacious brunette by the name of Ruth. She immediately intrigued me with her wide range of interests and her salty sense of humor, and I began hanging out at Dennis and Jeanne’s place almost every day, hoping to connect with this fascinating female. It turned out that the three of them were also experimenting—with drugs that were new to me. In spite of my lack of knowledge about these drugs—amphetamines and barbiturates—I ignored my qualms about needles and joined in, admittedly not wanting Ruth to think I was chicken. I soon discovered that the drugs in question, far from being consciousness-expanding, were actually consciousness-diminishing, chaining my mind to the physical plane and making me grind my teeth and sweat profusely.


By this time I had formed my first real long-term relationship—with Ruth—and I eventually moved in with Dennis and Jeanne to be close to her. Even though she was nominally living at home, she would come over every day around midafternoon and hang with me before I went to work. After my shift, we would go out for burgers, or to a movie, to City Lights Books, or to concerts: We saw Bob Dylan in his legendary 1964 concerts with Joan Baez; we saw Ravi Shankar in one of his first Bay Area appearances; we saw Coltrane at the Jazz Workshop. Those should have been wonderful times, but bad drugs were casting a shadow over our lives. Luckily, I was occasionally able to score some acid for Ruth and myself; with those experiences to use as a contrast, I began slowly pulling her away from what I increasingly saw as a very negative scene.


My involvement with music had dwindled to almost nothing after the heady days with the Mime Troupe; oh, I would occasionally think about maybe composing something, or maybe going back to school to study conducting. That period wasn’t a total loss, however, as I was introduced to the work of Bob Dylan by Dennis, who turned out to be an old leftist folkie at heart. Sometime around then I bought a transistor radio for the mail truck and began listening to AM radio, just because those were the only frequencies the little box would pull in. Imagine my delight, then, when one rainy night I’m cruising down Mission Street on my way to a mail pickup and I hear Bob Dylan! on AM radio! playing the raunchiest-sounding electric music and singing “Subterranean Homesick Blues”! How totally cool! I can’t explain why this was so exciting to me; it just sounded so righteous coming out of that tinny little speaker all jungly and slithering. So I come home raving, and Dennis says, “Cool. Check this out,” and he puts on Bringing It All Back Home—containing, of course, not only “Subterranean Homesick Blues,” but five more electric Dylan songs and a side of acoustic stuff, including “Mr. Tambourine Man,” thereby blowing my mind even farther out the door. Dennis also played a lot of blues on his monster stereo, so I was getting healthy doses of music I hadn’t known a lot about before, especially the Beatles. Steve Reich and I were having coffee on Mission Street one night, and he made me listen to “She Loves You” and “I Want To Hold Your Hand” on the jukebox. They seemed a little bit too clean to me, especially compared to the Rolling Stones, whose album 12 x 5 had more grit to it, I thought.
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