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Thank You…


Andrew & Jon, for accelerating the car for me at key points along the trip.


Mom & Dad, for creating and then feeding the engine, especially when I was going to places that were not on the map that you had given me.


Rebecca, Roxy & Simon, for being in the car with me and never asking me to change directions, wherever we were headed.


(and thank you, Larry and Charley, for being the first to get into the car.)
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RAINBOWS ARE REAL


Fare Thee Well: Celebrating 50 Years of the Grateful Dead


Levi’s Stadium, Santa Clara, California


June 27, 2015


While I will never forget the rainbow, the real magic moment might have been the peace sign.


The broken peace sign.


We had hired a skywriter to fly over Levi’s Stadium to commemorate the opening of Fare Thee Well.


We hoped to create a spectacle, and that is exactly what happened, although not in the way we’d intended.


But you cannot let yourself get frazzled. 


Nothing is ever a straight line.


And even when it is, you still may require course correction.


That is equally true for a bewildered music entrepreneur and an errant airplane pilot who made their way to Santa Clara, California, to celebrate fifty years of the Grateful Dead.


In certain respects, Fare Thee Well began with two shows over one weekend in Santa Clara and ended with three shows the next weekend in Chicago.


In other respects, it began ten years earlier when I unsuccessfully attempted to put together a series of concerts to celebrate the fortieth anniversary of the Grateful Dead. Then again, you could also say it began thirty-two years earlier, when spoken-word artist Ken Nordine freaked me out of a Grateful Dead show and into a snowy Shakedown. But I’ll come back to that.


Even though I couldn’t get traction in 2005, ten years later, I was able to reunite the Core Four of the Grateful Dead (Bob Weir, Phil Lesh, Mickey Hart, and Bill Kreutzmann), alongside Phish guitarist Trey Anastasio and keyboard players Bruce Hornsby and Jeff Chimenti.


Originally, they were only going to play three shows at Soldier Field in Chicago over Fourth of July weekend. Actually, originally originally, the shows were going to be at Madison Square Garden (and somewhere out west), but MSG wasn’t available. 


Again, nothing is ever a straight line. It is often a long and twisting path (and sometimes a long and twisted path). What is key is how you make adjustments on the fly. A lot of times, I will start heading in one direction but things don’t quite work out, and that leads to the next thing. You should not let yourself get too high or too low. Stay in the middle.


I repeatedly reminded myself of this during the pandemic, after I suspended operations of my venues and shut down my festival events, leaving no immediate source of income for myself or my team. However, I kept recalibrating and reinventing, pushing in new directions that kept us afloat and added ballast.


Have I acquired a case of PTSD over the past few decades? It’s possible. But what I also have is the music. That’s the real reward, and it never fails to lift me.


On January 16, 2015, when we initially announced Fare Thee Well, we decided to do three shows in the middle of the country over Fourth of July weekend. We put tickets on sale through traditional Grateful Dead mail order and also via Ticketmaster. However, we were able to fulfill only a fraction of the mail requests, and the online sales nearly overwhelmed the system, setting a new Ticketmaster record for demand.


In response, I scrambled to find another venue so I could add a couple of shows and relieve the pressure. I had initially hoped for Golden Gate Park, but it wasn’t available on the dates we had in mind. Thankfully, we found Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara, California, which had a certain symmetry because it was about a dozen miles from what can be thought of as the birthplace of the Grateful Dead: Dana Morgan’s Music Store, where Jerry Garcia and Bob Weir first played together (and it was a similar distance from the band’s first gig: Magoo’s Pizza Parlor). We convinced Ticketmaster to sell all the Santa Clara tickets through an online lottery—the first time they had done anything like that for a stadium show—and in early April, we finally announced the two additional dates.


When people come up to me and talk about Fare Thee Well, the conversation often turns to the rainbow.


What most of them don’t remember is that we had attempted to commemorate the opening day with another form of visual spectacle. A skywriter was going to kick things off by creating a peace sign.


Unfortunately, there was a misfire.


It started out just fine. The pilot made the circle, then the line down the middle, and then connected a point on the perimeter with the center line. All he needed to do to complete the design was create one more line from the edge of the circle that intersected with one he had just made.


Except he missed.


Somehow, his bearings were off. So instead of completing the peace sign, he drew a line from the edge of the circle to some other arbitrary point. He flat-out failed to connect.


Whatever he’d created, it certainly wasn’t a peace sign.


Part of me wondered if that might be a bad sign.


I was standing next to my copromoters, Mike Luba and Don Sullivan, as this all went down. I remember collapsing into collective, convulsive laughter that blended nervous energy with a tinge of horror.


Thankfully, all of that has been forgotten. Looking back, it seems like our luck turned in that moment.


These days, people don’t talk about the mangled peace sign; they ask about the rainbow.


It happened during the last song of the first set. I can remember looking up at the sky moments earlier, and although it wasn’t raining, orange clouds had started to roll in, making me feel slightly uneasy. Weather is the major unknown at an event like this, and my track record hadn’t been perfect. Just a few years earlier, I’d been forced to cancel the Earth Day celebration I was producing on the National Mall midway through the event, due to thunderstorms.


Shortly after spying those vivid, tangerine clouds in Santa Clara, I heard a low rumble in the crowd. I’ve learned to stop and pay attention whenever I hear that sort of clamor from an audience. It means that something’s happening and things are about go one of two ways.


I could see that people were starting to crane their necks upward, transfixed by something above them.


That’s when I first caught sight of the rainbow.


I felt a wave of positive energy flow over me.


It seemed like all seventy-five thousand of us were sharing a moment of wonder and jubilation that amplified the energy coming from the stage.


As Shirley Halperin wrote in her Billboard review, which posted shortly after the show, “The set ended with a 17-minute ‘Viola Lee Blues’ that segued into a deep jam accentuated by a glorious rainbow encircling the venue in the sky. Said one longtime Head: ‘This is the band that jams with God.’”


But then she added, “Whether it was Mother Nature stepping in became an instant debate, intensified by Billboard’s own report citing an insider who claims the production sprang for the effect, at a cost of $50,000.”


Unfortunately, that insider was me.


I’ve known Shirley since the mid-1990s, when I became owner of the New York nightclub Wetlands Preserve. Our musical tastes are typically in alignment. On this day, though, our senses of reality were out of sync.


While the rainbow was still in full effect and people were freaking out, Shirley texted me and asked, “How’d you do that?”


“What do you mean?” I responded.


“The rainbow!” she answered me.


I sent her back a text informing her that it wasn’t possible to make a rainbow, but she countered, “Come on…”


We went back and forth a bit more until I finally gave in and quipped, “Okay, I paid fifty grand for it.”


That ended the text thread along with any further discussion of the topic.


Or so I’d thought.


Until I saw her story later that night while we were in the van heading back to our hotel after the show.


By the time I woke up the next morning, the Billboard report was everywhere.


I felt obliged to call Shirley, who, to her credit, revised her account: “This article has been updated to include the continuing debate over the appearance of the rainbow, which upon further investigation appears to have been real. Turns out this band really does jam with God.”


Later that afternoon, I received an email from Mickey Hart in which he joked, “How did you do that rainbow trick? I won’t reveal your power. Not even Bill Graham could do that.”


Mickey kept it going the following day, poking fun with another email asking the same question that I couldn’t seem to avoid:


Just tell me the truth… How did you pull it off?


I will never reveal your very clever illusion…


P.S. how much did it cost?


Your friends at the NSA


Over five years later, the story of the rainbow still finds its way onto lists of the world’s craziest music conspiracy theories.


These days, I have a different response when someone asks me whether the rainbow was man-made.


My answer is yes… and the man who made it was Jerry Garcia.
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AND MILES TO GO


Grateful Dead


Rosemont Horizon, Rosemont, Illinois


March 11, 1993


I can point to a specific moment when music changed the trajectory of my life. It was March 11, 1993, at the Rosemont Horizon arena in Chicago.


If I don’t see the Grateful Dead that night, then I don’t go to the library the next morning, and I don’t make And Miles to Go, my film about touring Deadheads. This means I don’t meet Larry Bloch and I don’t take over Wetlands—I hadn’t even been to Wetlands at that point. It also means no All Access or Jammy Awards or U2 3D or Brooklyn Bowl or LOCKN’ or Jazz & Colors or Rock and Roll Playhouse. I certainly don’t take over the Capitol Theatre or Relix. I’m not even sure I meet my wife, Rebecca, which certainly complicates matters for our two amazing kids, Roxy and Simon. One thing leads to another…


On March 11, 1993, I was a sophomore at Northwestern University in Chicago, the same city where I would return to produce Fare Thee Well. I was a double major in radio/television/film (RTVF) and political science. A lot of what I was studying was on the business side of media. I remember reading quite a bit by Ken Auletta, as well as books about Roone Arledge, Howard Cosell, and Peter Jennings on the rise of ABC News and Sports divisions.


I had started exploring my interest in television a few years before I arrived at Northwestern. I did some play-by-play for my high school basketball team, although whenever I think back on this, my mind turns to a moment at a road game when the kids from the other school saw us in front of the video camera and started chanting, “Ne-rds! Ne-rds!” while we were standing there like piñatas (I suppose this prepared me for some occasional piñata moments to follow). I also hosted a weekly high school sports wrap-up show that aired on New York City public access. I even attended Bill Raftery broadcasting camp.


My first internship was with the National, the all-sports daily paper. I would go into bodegas and try to convince them to carry the National. I thought this was the coolest job in the world. In retrospect, it’s not so different from joining a street team to spread the word about your favorite band or a venue. It’s also similar to working the Relix table at an event.


During the summer of 1990, I was an intern at WNYC-TV, our public television station. This provided me with an opportunity to work on a number of programs, including Video Music Box, the first show of its kind built around hip-hop. Ralph McDaniels had created it in 1983, five years prior to Yo! MTV Raps.


I went on a few memorable shoots for Video Music Box, including an interview with Bootsy Collins at the Gramercy Park Hotel. Bootsy opened the door to his room with those glasses on, making me appreciate that some artists are in full-on star mode 24-7, but you can’t be rattled; you need to engage them on their terms.


Ralph McDaniels is still at it today, and I was able to reintroduce myself and share some appreciation when he came to Brooklyn Bowl a couple of years ago.


The first concert I attended was Madonna with the Beastie Boys at Madison Square Garden in 1985. I was twelve years old, and my brother Andrew brought me (I’m the youngest in my family, Andrew is four and a half years older than I am, and our brother, Jon, is three years older than he is). I had been to plenty of sports events at the Garden, but this was a different type of energy. The experience of being in the moment and connecting directly with the artist was very different from watching my favorite hockey team vanquish an opponent (even if I still get a dopamine hit from the “Let’s Go, Rangers!” chant). I also remember all the moms dressed up in black lace just like their daughters, which in its own way said something about the power of live music.


While I was growing up in NYC, my friends and I were really into Jane’s Addiction and My Bloody Valentine. When I saw MBV at the Ritz, staffers handed out earplugs at the door, and at the end of the set, more than half the room fled during the fifteen minutes of white noise that accompanied “You Made Me Realise.”


In 1992, I attended a formative Lollapalooza show in Scranton, Pennsylvania, with Red Hot Chili Peppers, Pearl Jam, Soundgarden, Ice Cube, the Jesus and Mary Chain, Cypress Hill, and Porno for Pyros. It was an incredible day that nearly ended on a sour note when we got lost and I drove the wrong way down a road, but I course-corrected just in time.


Twelve years later, I hooked up Lolla cofounder Perry Farrell with the String Cheese Incident at The Jammys. I’ve gone on to do a number of shows with him, including a 2015 Jane’s Addiction gig at Brooklyn Bowl when they performed Nothing’s Shocking, their 1988 album I had heard so many times in high school.


During my first two years at Northwestern, my musical tastes started to shift. While I saw Charlatans UK and Inspiral Carpets at Chicago’s Metro, I also began checking out bands like Col. Bruce Hampton and the Aquarium Rescue Unit, Leftover Salmon, Rusted Root, and God Street Wine at smaller clubs, like Biddy Mulligans and Otis’s. 


I was also starting to get into the Grateful Dead. The music took hold of me in a way that seems equally accidental and inevitable, as my friends dropped live tapes into boom boxes while we were throwing Frisbees or hanging out. I also was in the audience when Mickey Hart gave a talk about the power of percussion to unite people across cultures (these days, I’ll still hear him give that talk, it’s just that sometimes I’ll be an audience of one—ha!).


When I was a freshman, the Dead didn’t make it to Chicago during the school year. They played two nights at Soldier Field in the summer, but by that time, I was back in New York. However, I was able to go to my first show, at Giants Stadium, with my friend Alex Cornfeld, who, like myself, had grown up in the city and was attending Northwestern.


While that Giants Stadium show didn’t completely knock me on my ass, it still set me reeling. That’s where I experienced the glory of seventy thousand people singing, “You know our love will not fade away,” while the band harmonized in response. That was the energy I later hoped to revisit at Fare Thee Well, and I had chills when “Not Fade” closed out set two on the final night.


My second Dead experience was the one that forever scrambled my DNA. The evening started out with that special Grateful Dead kismet I’ve since experienced so many times over the years. By the spring of 1993, I had started hanging out at a local head shop called the Parking Lot, a reference to the vending village (a.k.a. Shakedown Street) outside Grateful Dead shows. The store’s slogan was “Where the ’60s Meet the ’90s,” and it was owned by a married couple named Bill and Coertje. They were the only people I knew at that time, other than my Northwestern crew, who would possibly have been at a Grateful Dead show in Rosemont, Illinois. So, of course, when we got to our seats, I turned around to see that Bill and Coertje were right behind us.


I was much more familiar with the music than I had been at Giants, so I figured I was primed and ready. I may have gotten a little too primed before the show because I was not ready for what went down.


The first set started out with “Help on the Way” > “Slipknot” > “Franklin’s Tower,” the classic GD trifecta that blends a snaky intro with an intricate instrumental section and builds toward an iconic sing-along chorus. It was Jerry at his most appealing. So, too, was the wistful “So Many Roads,” which popped up a bit later (he would perform the poignant final version of this song at Soldier Field in 1995 during the band’s last show).


The second set opened with a spirited “Aiko Aiko” that had the entire venue moving in unison. However, it was the jam during “Space” that set me in motion. Literally. The poet Ken Nordine took the stage with the band for some of his “word jazz,” using the deep, resonant baritone that had made him a successful voice-over actor for commercials and movie trailers. It was during “Flibberty Jib” that I began to feel claustrophobic. The walls were starting to constrict, and I needed to take a breather from the intensity of it all. So I left my seat, then my section, then the arena.


I stepped into the parking lot, where it had started to snow. I immediately ran into some Deadhead kids who put me at ease. They were about my age, but it soon became clear they weren’t going back to school the next day. They were living the life of the road, savoring the adventure, and sharing a sense of community that often seemed absent from daily life. I hung out with them for a while in a drum circle in the snow.


I never gave much thought to the fact that I was separated from my friends, who had driven me to the show, but shortly after I came to this realization, I ran into them. Again, that’s the sort of serendipity that I’ve come to expect from the good ol’ Grateful Dead.


Eventually, we made it back to Northwestern.


However, I never made it to bed that night.


In the concert industry, we talk about being there at doors, which means being outside a venue waiting to be admitted as soon as it opens. Well, the next morning, I was at doors when the college library opened, for the first and only time in my life.


I needed to learn more about what I had just experienced.


Nothing would be the same for me.
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COLD-CALLING KESEY


Grateful Dead


The Palace, Auburn Hills, Michigan


June 8, 1993


The adventure began in Auburn Hills.


I had convinced my friend Philip Bruell to join me traveling from show to show on the Grateful Dead’s summer tour recording footage and interviewing Deadheads in the lot for a documentary. He was a fellow RTVF student who had a Hi8 video camera and an editing system in his dorm room. He had never seen the Dead and didn’t know what to expect. We ended up spending four weeks on tour together and then heading west to land some additional interviews.


The idea for the film had come to me following my all-nighter three months earlier. As soon as the Northwestern library opened, I walked in and started researching Deadhead culture. Back then, I wasn’t googling it; I was using the card catalog and microfiche. I discovered that Rebecca Adams, a sociology professor in North Carolina, had been writing about Deadheads, but there wasn’t a major examination of the early ’90s scene. It was larger than prior decades, filled with twentysomethings hitting the road with the band.


When I first stepped into the library, I didn’t realize I was doing film research. I just wanted to learn more, maybe for a research paper. I had never previously contemplated making an hour-long documentary. However, after poking around for a while, I convinced myself that this would be a worthy project for a film.


Then I convinced Phil as well.


We were going to make a documentary for school credit. That was as far as we thought it would go.


So we hunkered down in Evanston after the spring semester and prepared to join the circus when it arrived in Auburn Hills, Michigan, on the third date of Dead’s ’93 summer tour.


We plotted out our travel plans, readied our gear, and rented a van.


Then, on the afternoon of June 8, we drove into a parking lot outside the venue, amped up and ready to go.


There was only one problem. We had rented an all-white van with no windows. As soon as we pulled into the lot, I could hear the cries of “DEA! DEA!”


The obvious is obvious until you miss it.


When Phil and I had picked up the van, we failed to recognize that Deadheads would view us as Drug Enforcement agents.


“Pull out! Let’s get out of here!” I yelled at Phil, who was behind the wheel.


We made a quick U-turn and drove up the road to find a less conspicuous spot. Then we grabbed our recording gear and walked back to the lot to begin shooting the film that eventually would be called And Miles to Go Before I Sleep: On Tour with the Grateful Dead Summer 1993.


We were figuring it all out on the fly, which continues to be my MO. It’s important to do as much preparation as possible, but then there comes a moment when you have to take a deep breath, let it all go, and prepare to react. As the scale of the event increases, so does the intensity, but there’s stress at any level, particularly when something leaves your hands and you pivot to pure response mode.


We relied on the kindness of others. I asked my friends for whatever help they could offer, and it turned out one of them was the nephew of Louisville’s mayor, which is how we were able to ride with undercover police officers in the lot. However, it was just as important to meet Sunshine Bear out there in Shakedown, who shared his story and made introductions for us.


You can’t see it if you’re not there. It’s important to show up. 


We were committed to being out there in the lots shooting every day, no matter how easy it might be to get distracted (and for a college kid on a Dead tour, it was plenty easy—perhaps easier for me than for Phil). However, we stuck to it, which is how we captured a riot in Buffalo.


We were at Rich Stadium around 1:00 p.m. when this one guy stood outside the fence and told the security guards, “I’m going, I’m going…” The guards didn’t think much of it, and they told him, “Yeah, right.” We kept coming back to shoot additional footage of him because he never left. Then around 7:30, just after dusk, a bunch of people crashed through the gate from that very spot, and the original guy was the one who started it.


This was one of the few times we witnessed friction or hostility. Despite the initial “DEA!” chants and the Buffalo gate-crashing incident, most people were open-minded and welcoming, even if the wind did blow strange.


We were never able to get any band members to participate, but twenty-two years later, I experienced another moment of Grateful Dead serendipity via Justin Kreutzmann. Justin is a filmmaker who also happens to be the son of Grateful Dead drummer Bill Kreutzmann. We were discussing the videos that he was going to create for us to screen during the set breaks at Fare Thee Well. That’s when he told me that he had been on the summer ’93 tour shooting behind the scenes.


I would have loved to have shared his vantage point, but as I told him, “I was out there in the lot. I couldn’t get in.”


Justin responded, “Well, I was backstage with Jerry, so I didn’t go out.”


We realized that we had filmed the same shows, which allowed Justin to intercut some of our footage for Fare Thee Well, moving back and forth from his backstage perspective to my viewpoint from the lots.


Two months after the summer tour, Phil and I again took to the road, traveling west in search of interviews with cultural figures who could lend context to the story. Our first stop was the Universal Amphitheatre in Los Angeles on September 2 for the MTV Video Music Awards. We didn’t have credentials because we were two college kids making a student film, but we were able to sneak into the backstage artist compound. We lugged in the gear, avoided eye contact, and made it appear like we belonged. Our variation on the Jedi mind trick. I later pulled the same move to get into the men’s soccer final at the 1996 Olympics and the 2001 Super Bowl. These days with barcodes and scanners, it’s almost impossible to make it work. Almost.


After we made it into the compound, we soon scored an interview with Chris Barron. This was when the Spin Doctors were at their commercial peak and they performed “Two Princes” on the show. Chris was supercool after we explained we were renegade students on a stealth mission. We’ve become friends, and in the final days of Wetlands, I pushed the Spin Doctors guys to get past some personal differences and reunite for one of the club’s last shows. 


Something else happened en route to the VMAs. We went to a video store to pick up some tape, and while we were standing in line talking about the project, a random guy heard us and asked, “You’re working on a Dead thing? You want to interview Timothy Leary?” I told him we’d been trying to get to Leary, and he said, “I’m having a party tonight after the VMAs, and he’s going to be there.”


He wasn’t.


However, his girlfriend was, and she invited us to drop by his house the next day at 5:00 p.m.


That’s how we were able to film this crazy conversation with Timothy Leary and his twenty-six-year-old girlfriend.


Our biggest interview happened a few days later in Eugene on my twenty-first birthday. Ken Kesey’s number was listed in the phone book, so I had called him after we’d come home from tour, asking for an interview. His wife, Faye, answered the phone and gave me a polite pass.


I waited until August and tried again. But this time, I said, “I’m going to be in Oregon in early September, and I was wondering if I could stop by, since I’ll be there anyways.”


She responded, “Well, if you’re gonna be in the neighborhood, then give us a call when you’re nearby.”


I wasn’t going to be in Oregon in September… until I made that phone call. I have used that move once or twice since then—“Hey, I’m going to be in the neighborhood” can be very effective. If the person you want to meet understands that you’re already going to be there, it is a lot easier for them to say, “Okay, come on by.” It’s a good one to keep in your quiver.


So we went up to Eugene on September 7, 1993, my twenty-first birthday. When we got to the house, Kesey said, “I will talk a bit about your project, but I don’t want to do an interview.” I told him this was fine.


Something I took away from my time with Kesey was not to be overeager and to try and follow his lead. That is important when interacting with legends who do not suffer fools gladly. Hanging with Kesey helped me learn to hang. 


We were sitting on his porch around 6:00 p.m. having a smoke when he suddenly told me, “Okay, go get your camera. I’ll talk a bit, but I don’t want to talk about the old days. I want to talk about the kids today; I think it’s important.”


And it was.


We jumped from topic to topic, but here’s something that’s always stuck with me. After demonstrating a magic trick with a coin, he explained, “There’s a moment when you see something like that [where] there’s a crack in your mind and you know it’s a trick, but you can’t figure it out. And that crack lets in all the light. It opens up all the possibilities. When that little split-second thing happens when the Dead are playing and everybody in the audience goes, ‘Wow! Did you see that?’ that’s the moment. And the kids will watch five hours of mediocre music to have that one click happen because that puts them in touch with the invisible.”


Kesey’s words ring as true to me today as they did back then.


Phil Bruell and I returned to school and began editing the film. Phil’s roommate Dave Gioiella pitched in as well because they had their own equipment. This was linear editing where you had to find the proper spot on the videotape to make an edit. You couldn’t just zoom around from place to place like you can today, assembling and disassembling a potential edit with the click of a mouse. If you look at the final film, there are a few spots that look slightly blown out because of the wear and tear.


The process of editing And Miles to Go lasted well over a year because we were juggling other things. However, I can never stand idle, so we kept adding interviews with folks like Al Franken.


In the midst of all of this, I received a phone call that guided me to the next step on a path that eventually led to Wetlands.
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AMERICAN ROAD


Phish


The Vic Theatre, Chicago, Illinois


December 5, 1992


I saw my first Phish show in December of my sophomore year at Northwestern.


The connection was immediate, and I ended up traveling to Boston later that month for their New Year’s Eve gig at Matthews Arena.


I am still drawn to the music, and I’ll take it whenever and wherever I can. In February 2020, I called an audible and hopped on a plane to Mexico at the last minute on a Thursday afternoon to check out the first night of their festival and was back in the office the next day for three nights of Joe Russo’s Almost Dead at the Capitol. A few years earlier, I wrapped up a family vacation in Rome with a visit to the Sistine Chapel and then made it to Denver in time for a Phish gig at Dick’s (before continuing to Vegas in the morning).


There’s something about seeing live music in general and Phish in particular that seems to enhance my mental capacity. Watching them perform is candy for my brain waves. It adds additional effectiveness to my ability to figure things out—whether that’s a problem I’m already turning over in my mind or something that all the additional effectiveness helped me realize I needed to figure out (ha!). 


Over the years, I’ve been at Phish shows where the ideas have started flowing, but because of the way my brain works, when the music stopped, all those thoughts disappeared. There were a few occasions in the ’90s when I’d assembled a complex plan of action with interlocked pieces like a LEGO skyscraper, only to have it all collapse in an instant after the lights came on.


Nowadays, it’s easy to put things down in the notes section of my phone, which I’ll do throughout the set as a precautionary measure. However, during the pre-iPhone era, there were instances when I’d walk over to the concession stand and buy a pretzel just for the napkin. Then I’d borrow a pen to jot down what I was thinking before it dissipated. There may even have been some nights when I was so deep in it that I handed over my wallet and said, “Take what’s needed,” while balancing a tower of thoughts. That may have happened.


In the spring of 1995, a Phish-related idea occurred to me outside of a Phish show that would have reverberations for years to come. I was at a party shortly after reading On the Road when I heard “You Enjoy Myself” blasting out of a deck tape. In that single moment, a film concept came to me—I envisioned a travelogue, presenting images of the country set to the beginning of that song. While many of my ideas develop through a series of iterations, this was a rare one that arrived fully formed and would become the short film American Road.


I suppose I had film on my mind because I had recently been to Sundance with a Grateful Dead documentary—not And Miles to Go but Tie-Died, a project I had become involved with because of And Miles to Go.


In the spring of 1994, I was contacted by some film producers in Los Angeles who were preparing to shoot a documentary about touring Deadheads. At this point, we were still editing And Miles to Go. No one outside our circle had seen it. But someone—I still don’t know who it was—identified me as someone who could navigate the lots to land interviews.


So the filmmakers offered me the title of associate producer and a small salary to join them on tour that summer. As it turned out, the associate producer title required me to do little more than approach Deadheads and see if they’d speak on camera. That’s also pretty much all the associate producer title allowed me to do. Still, it was a fun summer job.


After tour ended, the filmmakers returned to LA to begin editing what was originally called Dead Heads. The documentary was accepted into the 1995 Sundance Film Festival, but after a screening for the Grateful Dead staff, the group’s management informed the producers that they would need to remove all intellectual property, including the title, along with the five Dead songs that had appeared in the rough cut.


I heard about this well after the fact, but it slightly curtailed my enjoyment of the renamed Tie-Died when it premiered at Sundance on January 21, 1995. I don’t have too many memories of the experience, although looking back, I can now appreciate that I was an associate producer of an official Sundance selection while still a college student.


I returned to Northwestern for my last semester, during which we finally completed And Miles to Go. I briefly explored making a companion film that would delve into the Lollapalooza scene but eventually decided to let it go.


If you’re interested in the arts, then actively pursue this while you’re still in college. Don’t wait until after you graduate, and certainly don’t drop out to launch your own company, because the additional economic pressure could prompt some bad decision-making. If you want to be a music promoter, then find a way to put on a show while you’re still an undergrad, ideally as part of a concert committee, so that your own money isn’t on the line. The checklists that you’ll have to walk through are the same ones that we have at the Bowl, the Capitol, Radio City, or even MSG; it’s just the scale is different.


If you’re putting on a show in a fifty-cap room, you are making many of the same decisions that somebody is making at a fifty-thousand-capacity festival. You still have to engage with the talent and make an agreement with their representative. You need to promote and execute the onsale and continue to sell tickets—this may involve creating ads or some other form of marketing, as well as the potential pursuit of press coverage. On the night of the show, you have to load in the band, open doors, provide security, take tickets, allow for sound check. There are also backline requirements and production specs. You need a head of sound, a lighting person, a stage manager, production people, box office staff. The fundamentals are the same no matter the scale of the event.


Similarly, if you’re a college student with an interest in music and film like I was, then find an academic adviser who will sign off on an independent study allowing you to make a documentary. In my case, that was Professor Richard Maxwell, who remained patient and supportive throughout the process. Thank you, Rick.


While we were completing And Miles to Go, I received a call from someone on the Tie-Died team who explained that our film represented a problem for them. They’d hired two guys who had successfully repped Hoop Dreams, the breakout film from the previous Sundance, to find them a distributor. However, when Tie-Died didn’t generate the same level of interest, the film reps decided to raise money and release it themselves. They viewed And Miles to Go as potential competition, although I certainly didn’t see it that way.


Still, we negotiated a deal, in which I agreed not to pursue a distribution deal for And Miles to Go. In exchange, my interview with Ken Kesey would appear as a short film prior to Tie-Died and would be acknowledged on the official concert poster (“Bonus Attraction: A Conversation with Ken Kesey: A Short Film by Peter Shapiro”). I also received $20,000, which I immediately rolled into American Road.


My initial Phish show at the Vic in December 1992 was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. The band’s energy was incredible, and the crowd responded in kind. I had heard a few Phish originals, which connected with me, but I wasn’t prepared for the full-on animated intensity of the live show. Plus trampolines!


I’ve always enjoyed seeing shows at the Vic. Unlike the Cap, which has a great raked floor, the Vic has multiple flat levels, which I also appreciate as a concertgoer. I was in the center, first level up with a fine angle on the action.


By the spring of ’95, I had seen Phish many times over, and I was altogether familiar with their music. But it wasn’t until that one moment when I heard “You Enjoy Myself” at a party that I had the epiphany about how I would build a film around it.


So I wrote a letter to Dionysian Productions, the band’s management. Remembering what had happened with the Dead’s music in Tie-Died, I wanted to clear this in advance. Plus, there was no second choice for me. My vision for the film was intertwined with “YEM.”


John Paluska, who was the manager at the time, handed it off to Jason Colton, who remains part of the Phish team (and manages many other bands I work with regularly). Jason contacted me, and I explained that I wanted to drive across the forty-eight states in the continental United States and then set that imagery to the first seven minutes of “You Enjoy Myself.” They gave me permission, and that’s the film I made.


My running buddy for this one was Alex Cornfeld, my fellow Northwestern student with whom I’d attended my very first Dead show in June 1992. I had enjoyed working with Phil Bruell, but by this point, he had relocated to Manhattan and launched Northern Lights Post, an editing house, with his roommate Dave Gioiella. Northern Lights became an immediate success, although Phil took ill and died from kidney disease in 2002.


Phil and I had shot And Miles to Go on video using the camera that he already owned. For American Road, I wanted to use film, so we rented a Super 16 millimeter camera with my proceeds from Tie-Died. Beyond that, we kept our budget tight. No special lighting. It was just Alex, me, the camera, and film. We spent some nights in cheap motels and others in the white van that we rented (which thankfully inspired no “DEA!” reprise).


In June ’95, we set out from Nectar’s in Burlington, Vermont (a nod to Phish), then traveled through New England and New York, down into the Southeast and the Deep South. From there, we headed through Oklahoma, Texas, and the Southwest, then up the West Coast through Seattle and back east, touching every state we’d missed. We figured out a lot of our stops on the fly, with a Rand McNally in front of us.


The van was crucial. We rented it for one month through a deal that offered unlimited mileage. When we returned it thirty days later, it had 13,254 additional miles on it. The guy behind the counter freaked out a bit when he saw what we had done, but we were just playing by the rules. Plus, if there’s one thing I’ve come to appreciate after years of experiencing the profound heights of improvisational music, it’s that unlimited really means unlimited.


Alex and I returned to New York to begin the arduous process of assembling the film. Although American Road would only be seven minutes long, there was an abundance of raw footage, which Dave Gioiella edited between gigs at Northern Lights. Meanwhile, I started an internship at New Line Cinema, thinking that I might pursue a career in the movie business.


We had a rough cut ready by the summer of ’96. American Road tracks our linear trip across the country, and when I hear “You Enjoy Myself” today, it takes me back to that time. The images flash past in a few beats, but over seven minutes and ten seconds, you’ll see the Ben and Jerry’s factory, Buddy Cianci hawking marinara sauce, Harry Caray outside Wrigley Field, the Lincoln Memorial, Little Rock Central High, the Corn Palace, the Vegas Strip, the Badlands, 710 Ashbury Street, Pike Place Fish Market, President Clinton, the license plate on Kesey’s Furthur bus, Wall Drug, Nectar Rorris, and plenty more. We submitted it to Sundance, and shortly before Thanksgiving, we learned that we’d been accepted.


I showed up in Park City in January 1997 for the five screenings of American Road. I was honored to be there, but my mind was somewhere else as well because the countdown was well underway for April 1, 1997, the day when I would become the new owner of the legendary rock club Wetlands Preserve.
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WETLANDS PRESERVED


After Dark


Roanoke College, Salem, Virginia


February 8, 1996


While growing up, I never had dreams of becoming a concert promoter.


The idea didn’t enter my head.


I didn’t really understand what a concert promoter did until I became a concert promoter (and I’m still trying to figure some of it out).


However, when it happened, I didn’t just dip my toe in the water; I became the owner of the largest Manhattan music venue open for business seven days a week.


When I hear the stories of other people’s career paths, their journeys can feel inevitable. Listening to Trey Anastasio, Derek Trucks, Questlove, or Jimmy Fallon, it’s clear how they ended up where they are today.


The same cannot be said of me.


But for a particular quirk of history, a fortuitous moment in time, things would have been dramatically different.


Come to think of it, there have been a few of those moments, going back to my decision to flee Rosemont Horizon mid-show, after Ken Nordine got inside my head.


The next pivotal event—literally an event that prompted a full-on career pivot—was my conversation with the fill-in bass player for a Grateful Dead cover band.


On Thursday, February 8, 1996, I traveled to Roanoke College in Salem, Virginia, for a presentation on the Grateful Dead, following Jerry Garcia’s passing the prior summer.


Jerry died of a heart attack on August 9, 1995, at age fifty-three. I was twenty-two at the time, and fifty-three had felt ancient to me, although less so these days. Over a quarter century has passed since then, during which Phil, Bobby, Mickey, and Billy have all remained active and vital. Jerry was in rehab when he died. If he could have made it through, imagine all the new songs that would fill the air. That’s a given, since his genius songwriting partner Robert Hunter lived until September 2019.


Jerry’s death led the Tie-Died team to push out the film with additional fanfare, including a full-page ad on the back page of Entertainment Weekly. Tie-Died opened on September 22 in nearly one hundred theaters, which was impressive for a documentary released by an independent distributor. 


The reviews were moderately positive, although no one said much about my film. One memorable exception was the Friday morning I opened the New York Times to discover that Janet Maslin had described A Conversation with Ken Kesey as “poignant.” 


By February 1996, Tie-Died had long since concluded its theatrical run, and the team was hoping to build momentum toward a VHS release. As a result, I was permitted to tour colleges and screen And Miles to Go, along with portions of Tie-Died.


I created an event called The Music Never Stops (!).


We pitched it to college student activities committees as a multimedia experience reflecting on the legacy of Jerry and the Dead. In addition to the documentaries, I delivered a brief presentation and facilitated a discussion. This was followed by a performance from After Dark, a leading Grateful Dead cover band.


After Dark’s bass player was unavailable to perform at Roanoke or Bloomsburg University in Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania. So they had asked Marty Bostoff—who normally played in his own Dead tribute act, Tiberius—to fill in.


I didn’t know Marty, but he approached me with a bold suggestion: “Dude, you should take over Wetlands.”


“What do you mean?” I responded.


I had no idea at the time that Wetlands founder Larry Bloch was thinking about shutting down the club. He had opened Wetlands with his wife, Laura, in February 1989, as a nightclub with a social mission. To quote Larry: “Wetlands was a new frontier. It was setting aside from eighty to one hundred thousand dollars a year as an overhead expense to fund a full-time environmental and social justice organization, originally called the eco-saloon and eventually renamed the Activism Center at Wetlands. The idea was that the monetary cost of running an effective activism center wouldn’t be impaired or tied into the profitability of the nightclub. It would be a necessary expense. Just like if we didn’t pay the rent, we would be shut down. If we didn’t fund the social and environmental activism center, we wouldn’t be Wetlands.”


With these principles and a passion for the Grateful Dead, Larry and Laura built the club from scratch in a former warehouse at 161 Hudson Street in a section of Lower Manhattan. The area would soon become the trendy neighborhood known as Tribeca (Triangle Below Canal Street) thanks to Robert De Niro and a few other folks.


Wetlands gained notoriety for the converted 1966 VW bus located inside the club that served as a merch booth, as well as its role in nurturing a new generation of improv-based bands (starting with groups like Phish, Blues Traveler, Widespread Panic, the Spin Doctors, Col. Bruce Hampton and the Aquarium Rescue Unit, and later, moe., Gov’t Mule, Dave Matthews Band, God Street Wine, and many others).


I had only set foot in Wetlands once. I grew up on the Upper East Side of Manhattan but never much went below Fourteenth Street. I attended sporting events but didn’t step up my live concert game until I arrived at Northwestern.


Finally, in September 1995, I attended a performance by Merl Saunders and the Rainforest Band (Marty Bostoff’s group, Tiberius, opened that show, but we didn’t meet).


At first, I brushed off Marty’s suggestion. I appreciated he thought I could run Wetlands, but it seemed implausible.


What did I know about being a club owner? The closest I had come was producing the Hamlin Street Block Party in Evanston when I was a senior at Northwestern. I had secured the permits and organized this outdoor gathering, but there was no headline music.


Plus, how could I even afford it? The only resources I had available to me were some shares of IBM that my grandfather had given to me for my bar mitzvah. I didn’t have the kind of money required to purchase and operate a nightclub.


Still, after Marty put the idea in my head, I kept coming back to it.


I believed that following Jerry Garcia’s death, people needed to be lifted. I also understood that those who loved the spirit and improvisational vibe of the Grateful Dead would be seeking out new bands and experiences. All of this was true of me as well.


So I decided to learn more about the situation at Wetlands.


I discovered that Larry was going to shut down the club unless he identified a successor who could meet his exacting standards. He was burnt out and relocating to Vermont, following a divorce, to live closer to his son.


As Larry later recalled, “It was a process I didn’t think would happen necessarily. It wasn’t clear someone would shoulder the responsibility to contractually bind him- or herself to a licensing agreement that would bind them to fund the Activism Center and carry on the independent no-selling-out policy, which was what Wetlands was all about.”


My first point of contact was Otis Read. He had been general manager of the club for about four years, and he was now the incoming point of reception for all purchase inquiries. I laid it all out for him, acknowledging my enthusiasm and ignorance.


Apparently, I passed muster because I was allowed to meet Larry, who was living in his father’s apartment in Murray Hill. Larry was going through quite a bit at that time and seemed slightly distracted as I made my pitch: “I know nothing about the club business; I don’t know much about the music business. I’m twenty-three; I just graduated college. I believe in the culture because I went on the road with the Grateful Dead, and I want to see if I can be involved and maybe part of the team to keep Wetlands going.”


Thankfully, he’d seen And Miles to Go, and he believed that I could successfully maintain the musical mission of the club. That was the easy part.


For Larry, it was far more important that the new owner support the social and environmental activism center. Even though I had no background in any of that, I think And Miles to Go helped convince him that I respected the ethos.


There was, however, one complication that made my advisers nervous: Larry wouldn’t let me see the books.


My advisers were my parents, Ellen and Daniel Shapiro. They were somewhat mystified because I had graduated from Northwestern as a TV and film student. I was interning at New Line, preparing to submit American Road to Sundance, and now I wanted to run a nightclub?


My parents had plenty of questions for me, and I fielded those questions most every night because I was still living at home. The decision to return home after college had enabled me to avoid paying living expenses and keep my options open.


I encourage interns to do the same, whenever possible. I also tell them that they don’t need to pick their careers until they’ve been out of college for a number of years. People don’t retire at sixty-two or sixty-five anymore. They don’t get married at twenty-four. Everything’s been pushed back. You want flexibility to try things, and if that means living at home for a little while, you should give it a go.


In my case, as I considered taking over Wetlands, my parents offered both support and skepticism. In addition, my father was a leading tax attorney and the founding partner of Schulte Roth & Zabel, a firm with over one hundred lawyers. He would provide me with much-needed legal advice and enlist a few of his colleagues to do the same.


I first brought my parents to Wetlands on a Tuesday night. It was in between sets, and they didn’t know what to make of the fact that the audience members in this rock club were sitting cross-legged in front of the stage, waiting for the next band.


While Larry permitted Otis to show me the monthly expenses, he wouldn’t allow me to see the tax returns or anything that identified whether he was turning a profit. Still, I did have a real sense of what it cost to operate Wetlands: the rent, the staffing, the garbage, the water, the unemployment insurance, and the like.


Otis also helped me understand how the club generated income. He explained that most of the revenue came from the bar, along with a split of the door proceeds, with 70 percent typically going to the band and the remainder to the club, although certain headliners would receive a higher percentage (that 70 percent has drifted higher over the intervening years).


By forbidding anyone to see the numbers, Larry sought to eliminate candidates who viewed Wetlands solely as a business proposition. I was not one of those individuals, so I remained undeterred. I am not sure if I would proceed the same way today (buying the business without numbers is pretty cray), but I believed in Wetlands.


It took a little while for Larry to believe in me. Even after I demonstrated my willingness to move forward with limited financials, our conversations didn’t advance to the subject of my transition. I would also experience this later with Marvin Ravikoff at the Capitol Theatre. Before Marvin or Larry would expend any energy on deal points, I needed to earn their trust. I sensed that if I rushed it, I’d blow it.


It often felt like Larry was administering a series of tests. He’d ask me for my thoughts on a variety of subjects, from the practical considerations of running a nightclub to environmental concerns to house music. (A quintessential Larry story is that he was out of town one Saturday night and then called to check in. While most club owners would immediately ask about the bar proceeds or the paid attendance, Larry wanted to know what was the first song that the DJ played immediately after the headlining band had completed its opening set.) As you can imagine, I was nervous about saying the wrong thing. Larry was an idiosyncratic guy, and I suspected that if I screwed up, he’d say, “The kid’s out.”


We got to the point where he informed me that I could have a small ownership stake in Wetlands. I wouldn’t be the principal owner, but I could join the team. This made perfect sense to me, particularly since I had no experience and limited capital.


The individual Larry had selected as the majority partner was older and could contribute far more resources. The financial component was important to Larry because he was particularly concerned that there would be enough money to fund the Activism Center.


The owner-in-waiting was a professional bridge player, a vocation in alignment with some of Larry’s recreational habits. (Larry enjoyed betting on horse racing, in particular, and in 2005, he hit on a superfecta at the Kentucky Derby, picking the top four horses in order of finish and winning a cool $864,253, which he then donated to multiple causes, keeping all of this quiet until he allowed his ex-wife, Laura, to report on it for HorsePlayer Magazine.)


I was introduced to my new partner, although it felt like he was keeping me at arm’s length. I assumed this was because he was the lead investor and I would only have a limited role.


But then in the early fall of ’96, Larry called me with an update.


To gain favor with the people running the Wetlands environmental center, the prospective owner had hired one of the organization’s volunteers to clean his apartment. In the process of doing this, the volunteer found a letter that the card player had written to his girlfriend, who was living in Europe at the time. This letter explained that he was going to purchase a New York nightclub at an amazing price because he had promised to fund its in-house activism center. However, he revealed that after he closed the deal, he was going to shut it down.


The Wetlands volunteer ran out and made a photocopy of the letter at a nearby print shop (espionage required a bit more hoofing in the pre-smartphone days). Then he returned to the apartment, replaced the original, and brought the copy to Wetlands.


When Larry saw the letter, he immediately shuffled the deck.


The ongoing series of fortuitous events continued.


Larry called to let me know that the bridge player was out and he was bumping up my role.


I had recently turned twenty-four years old, and I was about to take over Wetlands.
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TEN THOUSAND SHOWS


Marty Balin


Wetlands Preserve, New York, New York


April 16, 1997


What’s that phrase?


It’s all fun and games until someone loses five grand at the door?


It’s all fun and games until someone loses 10 percent of their bank account on a Wednesday night?


It’s all fun and games until your big gig tanks?


Here’s what I do know: Just over two weeks after becoming full-time owner of Wetlands, we put on our first high-ticket show (it cost a whopping twelve dollars). The date was April 16, 1997, and the performer was Marty Balin.


I was so excited to have a founding member of Jefferson Airplane in my club that it never occurred to me that not everyone else in the tristate area would share my enthusiasm.


That was the moment when I first appreciated the uneven risk exposure in the concert industry. The promoter pays a guarantee to an established headliner, and the artist is permitted to keep the money no matter how many people attend.


So if only a handful of folks make their way to Wetlands to see Marty Balin on a Wednesday night (not so hypothetically, alas), then the promoter is out the full sum of money. There’s no form of remediation.


Beyond the artist’s guarantee, there are costs associated with opening the doors, such as utilities and staffing. If there is low turnout (again, not hypothetically), it’s unlikely that proceeds from the bar will offset these expenses.


Which is how I lost 10 percent of my bank account when Marty Balin played Wetlands, two weeks after I took over.


I enjoyed meeting him, though, and it was a good show.


It was also less stressful than the phone call I had received from a reporter at the New York Post on the morning of April 1—my first official day as owner—inquiring about a shooting incident at the club.


Although I officially took over on April 1, I had been a steady presence in the venue for a few months. After Larry decided not to sell to the bridge player, he recommended that I come in as part of a three-headed leadership team along with Chris Zahn, who had been booking the club for a few years, and James Hansen, who ran the environmental and social justice center. We began meeting during the fall of 1996 to chart a collective course, but we were all so strong-willed that Larry realized it wouldn’t work.


That’s when he structured a deal in which I would be the sole owner. To take things easy on me, he agreed to accept $75,000 per year for four years, which I paid in monthly installments after my initial deposit. That deposit represented most of the bar mitzvah money, with a little extra in the bank for operating expenses (which would become a little less extra following the Marty Balin show).


Larry went out of his way to make things work for me. As long as Wetlands was successful, there was a good chance that I would be able to pull the additional payments out of the club’s profits when I paid him each month.


He also decided to enter into a handshake agreement and then postpone the formal changeover by six months, allowing for a gradual transition. Meanwhile, he moved up to Brattleboro, Vermont, where he opened Save the Corporations from Themselves, which sold environmentally sustainable clothing and fair-trade goods and became a hub for people who embraced an eco-friendly lifestyle.


When it came to Wetlands, though, he was fried. As I’ve come to learn, it’s tough to do a venue every night of the week. It’s even tougher when you’re the little guy in a competitive market like New York. Plus, on top of the challenges associated with running a music venue, Wetlands also featured an in-house activism center that utilized an aggressive, direct-action-oriented approach.


So with Larry up in Brattleboro, I moved forward with a slow roll. Since I had no background in the concert business, it was helpful to spend time at Wetlands before I was responsible for what happened at the club.


I am a believer in the ten thousand hours thing. You need to put in the time. In Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell identifies plenty of people, from the Beatles to Bill Gates, who thrived after devoting ten thousand hours to their pursuits. There’s nothing more important than rolling up your sleeves and getting into it. To succeed, you need to fail. 


In my case, after all the years at Wetlands and then the Brooklyn Bowls, which are seven days a week, as well as the Cap and Garcia’s, I haven’t just logged ten thousand hours, I’ve put on ten thousand shows.


It all began when I was the owner-in-waiting at Wetlands.


During this period, I familiarized myself with the day-to-day operations. There were about fifty people working at Wetlands, and I was younger than all of them. The advice some folks had given me was that when you take over an existing business, you’re supposed to fire everyone, reinterview them, and then rehire the ones who seem worthy. That just wasn’t going to be the move for twenty-four-year-old Pete Shapiro when he became the new owner. So I made an effort to spend time with everyone and understand the nature of their jobs.


Based on their initial reactions, I also went out and bought business cards. I thought it might be useful to have these on hand when people doubted that I owned the place.


In general, I think I handled myself pretty well, aside from the time I nearly killed Wavy Gravy. He had come to the club for an afternoon sound check, then he wanted to go to a magic shop to buy an invisible dog leash. So we hopped in a cab to Abracadabra, where he purchased a few items, then walked into a nearby Papaya King for a hot dog. By this point, it was raining and turning dark. There were no taxis available, but I noticed one on a cross street. So I said to him, “You stay here, and I’ll run over, get the taxi, and bring it to you.”


With traffic stopped due to a red light, I ran over to the cab. As I opened the door and turned back to Wavy, I realized that he’d been slowly following me, holding his hot dog and his bags.


Then the light turned green, and suddenly, he was stranded in the middle of the street. I could see the confusion on his face as he realized that three lanes of cars were flying at him on the slippery pavement. He began spinning around to avoid them. His bags went flying, and he dropped the hot dog. Somehow, he avoided getting hit, though, which is part of that Wavy Gravy magic. If he had gone down on my watch, it would not have been cool.


Another memory of that era is that we didn’t have voice mail in the club; we had physical in-boxes. If you missed a call, someone would jot down the message and place it in your box. I remember the thrill I experienced on my first official day as owner when the box that previously held Larry’s messages now held mine.


That was later in the day, though.


Before I made it to that point, I was woken up by a call from the New York Post (I’m still not sure how they got my number). The reporter wanted to know if I had any comment on the shooting that had taken place the prior evening at Wetlands. I had little to say because I was still trying to wrap my head around the potential repercussions.


I wasn’t at the club on Monday night, March 31. Instead, I was at my new apartment, anticipating Tuesday’s ownership transition. I remember sitting in the living room, which doubled as my bedroom, when the phone rang. It was the transitional GM Larry had brought in to bridge the gap from Otis Read to my eventual GM, Charley Ryan (with whom I would later cofound Brooklyn Bowl).


The transitional GM explained there had been a shooting, but everything was fine and that I should remain where I was. I agreed to do so, in part because I was paralyzed by dread. As I’ve said, I believe that I suffer from a mild case of PTSD, and it may very well have started in this moment.


What I learned the next day was that someone had been kicked out of Wetlands and, in a fit of rage, drove past the club and fired a few shots into it. The front doors were open, and the bullets entered the vestibule, but thankfully, no one was hurt.


We did the right thing and contacted the police, which is presumably how the reporter at the Post discovered it. That kind of incident results in a violation of the ABC (Alcoholic Beverage Control) law known as “disorderly premises.” I held my breath waiting for the article to appear in the paper, but it never did. I suppose that’s because without an injury, there was no real story.


I also was worried about potential impact on the liquor license transfer, but nothing happened. I now assume that when the “disorderly premises” was logged and processed, it appeared on Larry’s license, which, as of April 1, was no longer the active one for the club. If it had gone on my record, there would have been repercussions.


One of my initial goals as Wetlands’s new owner was to improve our relationship with the local community. When Larry left, he was not on the greatest terms with the neighbors. His contention was he had opened the club in a section of Manhattan classified as an M-1 manufacturing zone—a mixed-use space, where nightclubs were permissible. Larry was particularly contentious when it came to issues of gentrification. For him, any debate about the neighborhood impact of running a music venue in an area where warehouses were being converted into lofts began and ended with the official zoning designation.


As I would be reminded fifteen years later when I attempted to build a kid-friendly music venue in Gowanus, Brooklyn, the reality of the situation can be more complicated. While I eventually won over my local critics at Wetlands, they were initially skeptical that a twenty-four-year-old neophyte would do anything to remedy their concerns about noise and litter. So although the club was properly zoned to operate at 161 Hudson Street, they had pursued every available legal recourse to shut it down.


Thankfully, the incident on March 31 basically disappeared, since it occurred on the final day of Larry’s liquor license, which he forfeited the next day when mine took effect. It was never used against us. Sometimes you’ve just got to hold your breath… and hope you get lucky.


The transfer went through the next day, and I celebrated by getting the drunkest I’ve ever been in my life, with Jake Szufnarowski, the longtime Wetlands staffer who remains a friend and occasional creative partner to this day.


As it turned out, an extended legal battle with the New York State Liquor Authority still loomed, but I was blissfully unaware of that at the time.


Larry had long established Tuesdays at Wetlands as Dead Center, presenting Grateful Dead cover bands for free. He paired this with the Eco Saloon, an informational meeting and planning session led by the Wetlands activist team, which opened the night. This way, he was able to build awareness for the club’s various working groups prior to shows that drew hundreds of Deadheads.


The thing about Wetlands is that it was a living, breathing social network. It drew together people eager to learn more about the latest musical happenings, as well as the current social and political developments.


Wetlands was a pre-internet place. You came to the meetings to get the latest information about what Rainforest Action Network was doing. There was no Meetup and no way to sign a petition on your phone. You’d go to Wetlands, pick up the petition, fill it out, and mail it in.


So before the music kicked off on Tuesdays, the Activism Center hosted meetings and presentations from the Student Environmental Action Coalition, the Federal Land Action Group, the Animal Rights Action Team, and many others.


All of this continued under my watch. It could be nerve-racking because they approached their objectives with a single-mindedness and intensity. They were always telling me that our phones were tapped by the FBI because big companies didn’t like the optics of kids leading boycotts outside their businesses or chaining themselves to the doors. I didn’t interject my own political views or offer counsel on their techniques, because I viewed my role as that of a caretaker.


I did, however, feel comfortable interceding when it came to the musical programming, and my confidence grew over time. I was inspired by my experiences at those early Grateful Dead shows, and my goal was to take that magic in the air and bring it to a new setting.


I have also always made a point to return a favor and pay things forward. This is why on my very first evening of Wetlands ownership—Tuesday, April 1, 1997—we all got down to the sweet sounds of Marty Bostoff and his band, Tiberius.


With the previous night behind me and my new liquor license in hand, I was feeling no pain.


This sentiment would linger for about two weeks until another Marty B. took the stage.


That is when I began to appreciate that I had no business owning a nightclub with fifty employees, given my lack of financial wherewithal.


Even though I had been in the on-deck circle for nearly six months, there’s no substitute for learning on the job.


Thankfully, I had 9,984 shows ahead of me.
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