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FOREWORD


“The Interview with Garcia” was always one of the things I put off into some indefinite future. Jerry was always around and of course, we’d do it sooner or later. But five years later? Garcia was one of the earliest and most enthusiastic admirers of the interview segments in Rolling Stone. He told me that after issue four.


What finally brought on the interview, at long last, was meeting Charles Reich, the Professor of Law from Yale who wrote The  Greening of America. I had never read that book and was skeptical about him or about anyone—who hadn't been around from the beginning  explaining the new culture—“consciousness III” as he called it.


Reich visited our offices in San Francisco in 1970. He said he had been turned on in 1967, during a summer in Berkeley, listening to a Jefferson Airplane album from a window as he was walking down Telegraph Avenue. After reading an interview with him that we published in Rolling Stone, I was amazed at how deep his understanding of rock and roll was and how solidly based his musical knowledge was. Reich knew what he was talking about. And it turned out he was a Grateful Dead freak.


He, too, hit me with the question: How come you haven't done an interview with Garcia?


No one else ever popped up who wanted to do the interview and it always waited on me. Perhaps the true reason was that I had lost touch with the Dead. When Charles Reich asked me the question, I hadn't really listened to a Grateful Dead album since their first one and only recently had “Casey Jones” slipped into my ears. After their first album, I was running some insane rock and roll newspaper and got into Otis Redding like mad. The Dead, as far as I could pick up, had gone psychedelic, which had begun to lose interest for me. I would see Jerry Garcia around in various scenes, we’d yak, but . . . different places.


The truth of the matter is that I knew the Dead from when they were the Warlocks, I had known Jerry Garcia from the beginning of our careers in the San Francisco Scene. “The first time I saw them” . . . San Jose, after a Rolling Stones concert. I wandered into a Kesey scene there that turned out to be their first Acid Test. I remember asking someone (who turned out to be Phil Lesh) who they were. “We’re the Grateful Dead” he said, and the impact, in my state of mind at that point, was severe.


Anyway, it took a professor from Yale to turn me on to the Dead again. He suggested that, together, we do an interview with Jerry: I'd do the major portions myself and he’d come along and ask one or two questions of his own. Reich knew the lyrics and spoke intelligently about them; I knew their history. It would be a good combination, and God knows, Charles “Conscious III” Reich Meets Jerry “Captain Trips” Garcia might turn into something of its own. I called Garcia in the spring and told him what the shot was. Open and always amiable, he agreed.


In July, Reich was at our offices raring to go and to settle who was going to be certain the tape recorder was operating correctly (me). I gave Charles our files on the Dead, and ordered Anthem of the  Sun through American Beauty for myself from the local distributor that day. The next Saturday, I met Charles in his Avis sedan at a stopsign in one of Marin County's oceanside towns on the edge of Mount Tamalpais.


Garcia lives a suburban life with his old lady, Mountain Girl (once of the Merry Pranksters and a close friend of Kesey's in those days) and their two little girls. Their house is surrounded by seaswept eucalyptus trees, five-foot hedges and large rose bushes, beyond which is a magnificent view of the Pacific Ocean and the Far East, as far as the imagination can take you.


On the lawn that looks onto that magnificent view, Charles Reich, myself, Jerry Garcia and Mountain Girl sat on a sunny afternoon with the tape recorder turned on. Five hours later, I packed up the machine and headed back to the city, not entirely sure I could drive too well and not entirely sure at all what had just gone down. Charles Reich was wandering around somewhere in back of the house remarking on the vibrancy of the trees and Jerry had to be in Berkeley at 7:00 for a gig.


I had the transcripts of the tapes three weeks later. What happened was one interview that I did with Jerry, based in an old familiarity and best described as the good old Grateful Dead trip; and a whole other statement that Reich was looking for: Jerry Garcia as spokesman, teacher and philosopher. To be honest, there came a point in that afternoon where I sank into my chair with my hands over my face, wanting out of the whole proposition: Reich was asking questions I thought either achingly obvious or obviously unanswerable But Garcia had done his best to explain.


After reading the transcript of that session, Garcia's intricate and compassionate replies to Reich's questions and his easy reminiscences of scenes where I just prompted the memories, I felt we had come up with the remarkable. Reich asked what no hip sophisticate would ever have asked, and Jerry—without hesitation or pretension—tried to answer it all.


A few weeks later, Reich went back to do another two hours on tape. A few months later I also returned to talk with Jerry for another four hours.


Charles Reich put it all into a rough chronological order and I edited it for publication. (He is identified as the interviewer in several passages where I felt it important to indicate the dialogue between the professor and the professional.) Almost half a year after the interview was published in Rolling Stone, Charles went back again, as he describes in his Introduction, for what turned out to be the Stoned Sunday Rap, published here for the first time. And thus we did, at long last, “The Interview with Garcia.”





Jann Wenner 
May 1972






















INTRODUCTION


Jerry Garcia is a symbol of everything that is new and changing and rebellious in America. Yet when we read his story, we find that he is the very essence of the old American dream, the poor boy who makes good, who follows in the footsteps of his dead Spanish musician father, and who, while still a very young man, achieves wide recognition for his art as well as a house on a bluff overlooking the Pacific. How is it possible that both of these statements are true? What is the real nature of the new directions in which his life and his work have been heading?


Talking with Jerry on his front lawn, the sun bright and hot, flowers on all sides, a feeling of serene remoteness from radical political demonstrations, crowded concerts, the exotic world of the Haight-Ashbury, I felt a bit like a groupie, sitting uneasily with legendary characters like Jerry and Mountain Girl. But I tried to keep after the question of evolution, the idea of man and the cosmos that slowly grew out of the good times and acid tests and all the other amazing occurrences of which the Dead have been a part. I think Jann Wenner and I did get some answers, some genuine illumination. And that illumination makes a document that has real value for the history of our times, a guide to understanding some of the profound cultural changes of the Sixties. I believe it has value for people who are trying to find themselves in a new and almost unrecognizable America. Jerry Garcia says that the Grateful Dead try to be a signpost to new space. I think this interview can help some readers both to recognize what is happening around them and to find new space in their own lives. At least I can say it has done those things for me.


Jerry left the straight world at fifteen. Can any straight person comprehend the incredible meaning of that fact? From then on he no longer cared about getting good grades in school, or getting approval from authority figures, or entering college, or having a “career.” He got off the escalator. He pursued good times, whether they were sanctioned by society or not. He was a street kid, a hoodlum, a dropout, a drug user. How did he spend his time? “Doing nothing.” But it was that very “nothing”—hanging out with friends, learning to play the guitar, listening to rock and roll, getting high on marijuana, that formed his art. Suppose Jerry Garcia had been doing “something” instead—studying diligently in high school or looking for a job—what would he be today? The assistant manager of a company branch office? The owner of a short-order stand franchise on El Camino? A high school music teacher: “The whole senior class wants to thank Mr. Garcia for his help with our production of Carousel”? All very worthy occupations—except that they do not seem to fit the Jerry Garcia that we know.


I believe that in America today if a young man or woman follows the prescribed route to education or a career, the chances are overwhelming that his or her real talents, abilities and genius will never see the light of day. School was ridiculous, Jerry says. Because it wasn't helping him to discover his own genius. It was trying to make him into something pedestrian, ordinary, and mass-produced. So the first explanation of the paradox is this: America today is so rigid, so overorganized that for many people the only way to achieve anything different is to drop out. Doing what society asks may mean a whole life in a job that for the person in question is in fact “doing nothing.” But what society calls “doing nothing” may actually take you somewhere. Jerry makes it sound easy, but it isn't. Leaving the straight world is frightening and lonely. There are no parental models to follow, no paper stars from the principal. That is one reason the Beatles were so important to Jerry: they showed that “you can be young, you can be far-out, and you can still make it.”


The “experts” have described the Sixties as a time of protest movements: civil rights, university rebellions, the peace movement, the radical new left, black power and women's lib. These were vitally important of course, but they dealt with issues at political or intellectual levels, they tended toward being against evils rather than for something new, and they involved only a small but articulate segment of the population. The story of the Grateful Dead is part of a very different history that happened at the same time and was, I believe, even more important. It is the story, not of political concern, but of a wholly inarticulate, almost instinctive, search for an alternative and better way of life.


Below the level of the media, below the level of students’ intellectual abstractions, in the youthful white middle class, there was a desire for freedom and good times. It was a search for something positive, not a protest against anything specific. If it ran up against the law, it was simply because the law was so pigheaded and puritanical about the simple matter of enjoying life. If you never had a political thought in your life, but were simply an imaginative enjoyer, your whole way of life might be “illegal.” That gave it the misleading appearance of something programmatic or political. But it was still only the search for good times. “I never was around in that world where you had to read about it. For me, it came in the form of dope. You got a joint, you didn't get a lecture; and you got a cap, you didn't get a treatise or any of that shit.”


In the straight world, you might found a musical group in order to realize an ambition, or to make money to support yourself, or to advance yourself in the world, or for any number of other reasons to do with success and not with pleasure. But the Dead just wanted to “get together and get high and get loose—and have some fun—it was the good times.” They had no money, no furniture, no place to sleep. They were unconcerned. They were just happy freaks. They did it out of loving being high, not to achieve some pre-set goal. 


I spent a number of evenings down at the studio with the Grateful Dead, watching them work on the double album that was released in the fall of 1971. It was hard and exacting work. They got to the studio soon after 7 P.M., and stayed for five or six or seven hours, keeping going with coffee and sandwiches. Most straight people I know don't work that hard. Mixing a tune means combining and recombining sounds, playing them over and over again, getting it just right. There was no room for carelessness, sloppiness, or lack of craftsmanship. But I could see that it was fun, it was what they wanted to do. They were relaxed, they enjoyed each other, they dug the music, they stayed high. This was a second explanation of the paradox: the Grateful Dead were rebels because they insisted that work could be fun, that business need not be mercenary and that—heresy of heresies—the reason for working is not to “make a contribution” but purely and simply, good times—”that happy thing.”


Jerry says it again and again: “We were definitely not serious; we were definitely not doing anything for a reason; we were just goofing and freaking out.” “It was good times . . . unselfconscious and totally free.” “No, I don't think sacrifice is contribution. I think that contributing is contributing your own positive energy, not forcing yourself or any of that stuff.” “I don't think of my work as being full time work. What I’m doing is my work, but I’m playing! When I left the straight world at fifteen, when I got my first guitar and left everything I was doing, I was taking a vacation; I was going out to play and I’m still playing.”


And the Grateful Dead have never allowed money or business to take them over. They ran up huge debts, they got cheated and robbed, they made every imaginable business mistake, but they remained happy freaks. They just didn't care that much. They wanted to stay together and to keep themselves and their friends alive. They formed their band because they were already friends, not the other way around. And in 1971, that fact was still paramount. One night I went to hear Jerry play a gig with Merle Saunders at a small place in Berkeley and one by one, for “no reason,” the rest of the Dead showed up too, and eventually they got up on the stage and started playing. As Jerry says, they just liked to hang out together. Even as a big business, Jerry puts it this way: “The question is, can we do it and stay high? Can we make it so our organization is composed of people who are like pretty high, who are not being controlled by their gig, but who are actively interested in what they’re doing?”


This is a point that has been misunderstood not only by the media but by so many of the kids themselves. Standing on Telegraph Avenue begging for spare change, or sleeping all day, or sitting in a trance all day, may be a way to survive while a person tries to find a scene, but these don't make up a way of life. The point is to find a scene where you can put out energy and have your work, high and happy. To the straight world, there's a choice: unpleasant work, or no work at all. Many of the kids accept this lie, and choose the latter alternative. But as Jerry points out, the “freedom lie” is as big a lie as the unpleasant-work-and-sacrifice lie. There's got to be responsibility, he says. He talks approvingly of “solid, together, hardworking people” he knows. He criticizes “drag energy.” He himself is a prodigious worker. That image of the hippie lying in his pad all day, living off his parents, not temporarily, but as a permanent “occupation,” that's the straight world's fantasy of what it's like if you stop doing work you hate. Too many people have tried to live that fantasy. The real idea is to be a functioning human being, but in a way that is not alienated, not servile, one that is fulfilling of one's human needs. The Grateful Dead did not sit in the library reading about the theory of non-alienated work. They felt the need, and they were out doing it.


Jerry Garcia is considered by the media as a high priest of the so-called “counter culture.” Is part of his radicalism to be found in his art itself ? If so, what elements of the music of the Grateful Dead can properly be termed a rebellion? I think the first step toward an explanation is to clear away the myth that there is any such thing as a separate “counter culture.” “I don't see the rock and roll scene as being the new culture. I think the rock and roll scene is just the rock and roll scene. Basically it's a professional trip.” Haight-Ashbury? It really was just a small neighborhood scene, Jerry says. When I was writing this introduction I took a couple of walks in the Haight-Ashbury of today, and I felt the truth of what Jerry says. There never was a separate “counter culture,” and there is none now. Bell bottoms, handmade leather belts, light shows, drugs, may be the elements of something fresh and new, or they may be elements of a culture that is phony or dead. So many people have mistaken one artifact or another for the living principle which eludes them. But as Jerry says, the new culture was always in danger of dying from “the thing of doing it too long. Doing it too long and too continually. It's just like anything once it gets old. Once the enthusiasm from anything as intangible as having a party or having a good time goes, then the substance is not there. As soon as you’re having a thing without that substance, what the hell.”


The point is so vital, so misunderstood, so misrepresented by the media, that it needs to be said in many different ways. Like drugs: should you take them or not? Jerry says some people he respects super-highly take them, some do not. “There are people doing everything, and I just don't think that anything's it.” I got him to say it still another way, by asking him where are the “magic people” now? And he said they’re out leading productive lives, and raising the kids. So much for the media image of the “counter culture”!


Nevertheless, the music of the Grateful Dead is profoundly new and radical. One reason for this comes out very clearly in the interview. Although the Grateful Dead took old forms like blues and country music as their base, they were incredibly open to new influences and new forms which came their way. They had experiences with drugs and that went into their music, they entered into the fantasies of the Acid Tests and put that in their music, they played at spiritual happenings and their music developed a spiritual side, they used every element of a marvelous new technology, experimented with Owsley's weird equipment, used 8-tracks and 16-tracks, and simply opened their art to what was happening around them without regard to previous forms. The tin pan alley writers, the composers of Hollywood musicals and night club pop music, were never so open, so spontaneous, so much fun, so free.


I think a further explanation lies in the sources of energy which the Dead tapped. At an Acid Test, everybody was creating, everyone was doing something. In the Haight there was an exchange of high energy, with fewer free rides, drag energy, and merely passive listening than was common in Spectator-America. Our music had been too elitist, too much something imposed from above, too much a manufactured product for passive consumption, like pro football or television. The Grateful Dead brought it up from the people. “The new stuff, which has real energy, real vitality, and really talks to people on the level of what's going on in their lives, on the level of what their personal images are and so forth, works.” Or as Jerry says at another point, “Rock and roll was the background music for my life.”


I think there is more truth in rock than in the old tin pan alley hit tunes. Rock is more like the blues, which have been telling the truth for so many years, but for so long spoke only to blacks. Rock deals with sadness, bummers, fear, despair, adversity, desperation, as well as sex, sensuality, highs and super-highs. The straight world tends to like escapist entertainment, the hip world accepts more pain and thus more reality. If the “new culture” is anything, it is a movement toward greater personal reality.


With its roots in so much that was newly happening in America, from drugs to protest marches, with its sources of energy in ordinary lives, the music of the Grateful Dead was able to achieve a depth of meaning and a distance into new space that I consider to be one of the supreme achievements in American music. In a song like “Trucking,” or “Going Down the Road Feeling Bad,” or “Bobbie McGee,” the Dead give expression to the whole unbelievable trip so many of us have been on. In “Dark Star” or “The Other One,” they take us to places more far-out in the true sense of that term, than most of us have yet imagined.


Before I had ever seen the Grateful Dead in concert, or met any of them in person, I felt this in their music, as do so many of their listeners today. For that reason, I felt that maybe Jerry could shed some light for the rest of us on the real meaning of the new consciousness, which some people confuse with long hair, and others with ripping off a supermarket, and others with some political trip. That, and my desire to meet someone I thought of as a truly spiritual figure, led me to ask Jann Wenner to arrange this interview. It was difficult and funny and awkward to try to bridge the gap between different worlds and I made Jann and maybe some readers uncomfortable by my efforts to get Jerry to talk about what he himself called untalkaboutable things. There was some weirdness and some irony about it all. But I had a chance on my second visit, with the tape recorder turned off and a roast beef sandwich in hand, to explain my real goal, and Jerry and Mountain Girl dug it. I think that's what made it possible to get it all together in those last few minutes on the afternoon of the second visit when I finally started him talking about getting high.


I think, to put it most directly, that the art of the Grateful Dead has helped us with the process of human evolution, helped us in a profound way at a time of utmost stagnation and fear of change, helped us to see more and under-of organization, or business, or technology, if they are used to advance human consciousness. Technology can still be “knobs and dials and lights and things gleaming.” We have discovered a new possibility of freedom. There are new forms, more like the way it is. We are all the agents of change, and we can change, and change is what we are meant to be doing. We can be optimistic because there is infinite space, and we can trust each other because the very existence of that space gives us room to be together and still be ourselves.


I think we can see that the most profound meaning of Jerry Garcia's life and art so far is the commitment to growth and new possibilities, personal and artistic. Life is a progressive thing, there are no true setbacks, he says. He likes anarchy, improvisation, chaos, because they lead on to new forms, and the new forms are more like the way it really is. It is this commitment to growth that is Jerry's true rebellion. It is a rebellion because he came of age at a time of fear of change, political and personal. One way to fight that condition was to seek a new politics. Another way is to seek a new life and a new spiritual vision. The former has proved incredibly difficult for even well-organized groups. The latter is open to any individual. The former is still a demand that someone else or something else change. The latter is an assertion of power over one's own life.


This is why Jerry says the revolution is over. It is over because we have learned that despite all the obstacles we can go out and do whatever we want with our lives. Not that change is ever fast or easy. We will not be saved by a new political leader, or a bunch of new laws, or anything so clear cut and simple. The revolution will proceed like the Grateful Dead: “We don't have any real plans, but we’re committed to this thing; we’re following it, we’re not directing it. It's kinda like saying ‘Okay, now I want to be here, now I want to get there,’ in a way. Nobody's making any real central decisions or anything. Everything's just kinda hashed out. It stumbles. It stumbles, then it creeps, then it flies with one wing and then it flies with one wing and bumps into trees and shit.”


I think that's what real revolutionary progress is like, in my experience at any rate, in a society or in a person. All you can promise yourself is to keep on trying to go farther. What we can learn from Jerry Garcia and the Grateful Dead is that they have been showing us places farther along: “There was suddenly this positive avenue and it was based on the premise that after you’ve been high you know that everything is possible. You know it's possible to do whatever your wildest dream is. It's just a matter of lining yourself along that line and doing it. That's what we were saying and that's what we were doing, and so we knew it to be so.”


Long after the interview, when we were preparing to I it into book form, I went out to visit Jerry to see if he had anything to add or change. It was a Sunday morning, a foggy, quiet day in March. When I arrived, about eleven, Jerry and Mountain Girl were sitting at the table in a corner of the living room with a view over the Pacific. We all had some coffee, and Jerry read my introduction. Neither of us felt much like adding anything to the interview. But we did feel like talking. I had brought a tape recorder, and we let it run. We got high, and the talk developed its own energy. Sandwiches and tea came and went, and it was after four when we ran out of conversation and Jerry put on The New Riders.


Our Sunday rap is reprinted here, almost exactly as it took place, with just a few trivial cuts, and with very little editing of any kind. I think it brings to life much of what was mainly abstract in the interview. It is a three-character play about people getting to know each other, and how the barriers can be brought down when there is the real openness that new consciousness makes possible.


The rap goes beyond the interview in many ways. It has a down-home feeling, with jokes, peanut butter, and Annabel mixing in. It is only in the rap that we learn that Bertha—”Bertha don't come around here anymore”—was a big electric fan in the Grateful Dead office that used to hop along the ground because its motor was overpowered. “. . . if you left it for a minute, it would crash into the wall and chew a big piece out of it. It was like having a big airplane propeller, you know, live, you know, running around.”


In the interview, Jerry dismissed the idea that music like “Dark Star” comes from any special place. It's the same as the blues, he says. But in the rap Jerry shows us a glimpse of that special, remote planet, off in space, where he says his most far-out music comes from: “like a planetoid and it's cold, but it's going extremely fast and it's kind of like the wind of space and there's infinite emptiness around it.” The rap is full of personal imagery that is poetic and funny and cosmic at the same time: The Grateful Dead starting, waking up, “drying out the wings, wrrrrr”; danger: “the rapids are just ahead, the big rocks, the dragons, the end of the world . . . ”; the vision of the Grateful Dead as space travelers temporarily on earth.


It is only in the rap that Jerry speaks directly of the thing that so deeply troubles most of us today—personal commitment. “I just  decided to be . . . like two or three months ago . . . I’ve just been going along with it, I’ve been going with it all along but now I’ve decided that okay not only am I going with it but I’m fucking well you know like paddle and everything cuz I felt like I'd seen it long enough, I'd been watching it long enough and timing was right and given this lifetime in which to accomplish whatever and it's like there isn't anything else for me, I know it, you know what I mean, that's what I’m doing, so it's like that's been my decision. . . . Normally I would never make that commitment. In a normal lifetime, I don't think I would do it, but I think this time is special. . . . It's cool with me for life or death, either one is okay. And basically that's how I feel emotionally, but I’ve made my pitch, I’ve put my stand in for the life side of the cycle.”


Most of all, the rap was a special, magical Sunday afternoon, something I want to share.




Charles Reich 
San Francisco 
Spring 1972
























PART 1
 
THE
ROLLING STONE
INTERVIEW



You’ll be in our 100th issue.


You’ll Far out. We were in the first one, too, ‘Grateful Dead Busted.’


I wrote that story.


I loved it. It's got some stunning pictures.


In one picture you can see Phil in dark glasses, holding a gun.


And there's a picture of Bobby handcuffed to Florence, coming down the stairs with a victorious grin. It was incredible.


REICH: Start us at the beginning.


Which beginning?


Your beginning—the day you were born.


My father was a musician. He played in jazz bands in the places that I play in San Francisco, the same ballrooms. I never knew too much about my father; he died when I was young. He played clarinet, saxophone, reeds, woodwinds. He was an immigrant, with his whole family, moved out in the Twenties or the Teens from Spain.


My mother was born in San Francisco. Her mother is a Swedish lady and father is Irish, Gold Rush Days people, who came to San Francisco then. My mother met my father somewhere back then in the Thirties, something like that; he a musician, she a nurse.


Then the depression came along and my father couldn't get work as a musician. I understand there was some hassle: he was blackballed by the union or something cause he was working two jobs or something like that, some musician's union trip, so he wasn't able to remain a professional musician and he became a bartender, bought a bar, a little bar like a lot of guys do. He died when I was real young and my mother took over that business.


All through this time there was always instruments around the house because of my father and my mother played piano a little and I had lots and lots of abortive piano lessons, you know, . . . I can't read, I couldn't learn how to read music, but I could play by ear. My family was a singing family, on the Spanish side, every time there was a party everybody sang. My brother and my cousin and I when we were pretty young did a lot of street corner harmonizing . . . rock and roll . . . good old rhythm and blues, that kind of stuff, pop songs, all that. It was radio days, Lucky Lager Dance Time and all that.


And then my mother remarried when I was about 10 or 11 or so and she decided to get the kids out of the city, that thing, go down to the Peninsula, and we moved down to Menlo Park for about three years and I went to school down there.


Somewhere before that, when I was in the third grade in San Francisco, I had a lady teacher who was a bohemian, you know, she was colorful and pretty and energetic and vivacious and she wasn't like one of those dust-covered crones that characterize old-time public school people; she was really lively. She had everybody in the class, all the kids in this sort of homogeneous school, making things out of ceramics and papier maché. It was an art thing and that was more or less my guiding interest from that time on. I was going to be a painter and I really was taken with it. I got into art history and all of it. It was finally something for me to do.


When we went down to the Peninsula, I fell in with a teacher who turned me on to the intellectual world. He said, “Here, read this.” It was 1984 when I was 11 or 12. And all of a sudden it was a whole new—that was like when I was turning on, so to speak, or became aware of a whole other world that was other than the thing you got in school, that you got in the movies and all that; something very different. And so right away I was really a long way from school at that point . . . there was two or three of us that got into that because of this teacher, who ultimately got fired that same year because of being too controversial—got the kids stirred up and all that—all the classic things.


We moved back to the city when I was about 13 or so and I started going to Denman, a good old San Francisco rowdy roughneck school. I became a hoodlum, survival thing; you had to be a hoodlum, otherwise you walk down the street and somebody beat you up. I had my friends, and we were hoodlums and we went out on the weekends and did a lot of drinkin’ and all that and meanwhile I was still reading and buying books and going to San Francisco Art Institute on the weekends and just sort of leading this whole secret life.


I was 15 when I got turned on to marijuana. Finally there was marijuana: Wow! Marijuana! Me and a friend of mine went up into the hills with two joints, the San Francisco foothills, and smoked these joints and just got so high and laughed and roared and went skipping down the streets doing funny things and just having a helluva time. It was great, it was just what I wanted, it was the perfect, it was—and that wine thing was so awful and this marijuana was so perfect.


So what's happening to music all this time?


Nothing much, I’m goofing around, I’m trying to play rock and roll piano and stuff like that, but I’m not settled in with my mother particularly, I’m sort of living with my grandmother and I don't really have any instruments. I want really badly a guitar during this time, about three years, I want a guitar so bad it hurts. I go down to the pawn shops on Market Street and Third Street and wander around the record stores, the music stores and look at the electric guitars and my mouth's watering. God, I want that so bad! And on my 15th birthday my mother gave me an accordion. I looked at this accordion and I said, “God, I don't want this accordion, I want an electric guitar.”


So we took it down to a pawn shop and I got this little Danelectro, an electric guitar with a tiny little amplifier and man, I was just in heaven. Everything! I stopped everything I was doing at the time. I tuned it to an open tuning that sort of sounded right to me and I started picking at it and playing at it. I spent about six or eight months on it, just working things out. It was unknown at the time, there were no guitar players around. And I was getting pretty good and finally I ran into somebody at school that played guitar.


REICH: Can I ask for the date?


August 1st—let's see, I was born in ‘42—Christ, man, arithmetic, school, I was 15—’57. Yeah, ‘57, there you go, it was a good year, Chuck Berry, all that stuff.


I wanted to get an historic date like that.


Yeah, well that's what it was, August 1st, 1957, I got my first guitar. And that was it. Somebody showed me some chords on the guitar and that was the end of everything that I'd been doing until that time. We moved out of town up to Cazadero, which is up by the Russian River, and I went to a high school for about a year, did really badly, finally quit and joined the Army. I decided I was going to get away from everything. Yeah, 17. I joined the Army, smuggled my guitar in.


REICH: In joining the Army, it was probably the time to leave home.


Well, it was the time to leave it all. I wanted to just be some place completely different. Home wasn't working out really for me and school was ridiculous and, I just wasn't working out. I had to do something. At that time the only really available alternative was to join the Army, so I did that.


I broke off all my communication with my family when I went into the Army; and they didn't even know that I was out of the Army, in fact, and I . . . I just didn't want to say anything to anybody, I didn't want to have anything to do with that, I just wanted to be goofing out, goofing off, I didn't want to get a job or go to college or do any of that stuff. So there was nobody after me to do it. I would hear from people who had heard from them, you know. They knew I was OK.


Do you have any brothers and sisters?


I have an older brother. Circumstances made me a different guy from my brother, made it always—it was difficult for me to communicate with my brother. He was in the Marines for four years. All that's evened out now since he's gone kind of through a straight trip and . . . sort of fell out the other side of it and now he's a head, and living in the new world so to speak, so now we can communicate where as it used to be that we couldn't.


I lasted nine months in the Army. I was at Ft. Ord for basic training and then they transferred me to the Presidio in San Francisco, Ft. Winfield Scott, a beautiful, lovely spot in San Francisco, overlooking the water and the Golden Gate Bridge and all that, and these neat old barracks and almost nothing to do. It started me into the acoustic guitar; up until that time I had been mostly into electric guitar, rock and roll and stuff.


I was stuck because I just didn't know anybody that played guitar and that was probably the greatest hindrance of all to learning the guitar. I just didn't know anybody. I used to do things like look at pictures of guitar players and look at their hands and try to make the chords they were doing, anything, any little thing. I couldn't take lessons—I knew I couldn't take lessons for the piano—so I had to learn it by myself and I just worked with my ear.


When I got out of the Army, I went down to Palo Alto and rejoined some of my old friends down there who were kind of living off the fat of the land, so to speak, a sort of hand-to-mouth existence. Some were living off their parents; most of ‘em, most people were living off people who were living off their parents. And there were a few like kindly—we were living in East Palo Alto which is the ghetto down there—and there would be various households that we could hang out at and get a little something to eat.


REICH: This was the beginning of the dropout world?


Yeah, yeah, well we were—well, like that's the period of time I met Hunter. Immediately after I got out of the Army, Hunter, who is like a really good friend of mine all this time, he’d just gotten out of the Army—he had an old car and I had an old car when I got out of the Army, and we were in East Palo Alto sort of coincidentally. There was a coffee house, ‘cause of Stanford, university town and all that, and we were hanging out at the coffee house and ran into each other.


We had our two cars in an empty lot in East Palo Alto where they were both broken. Neither of them ran any more but we were living in them. Hunter had these big tins of crushed pineapple that he’d gotten from the Army, like five or six big tins, and I had this glove compartment full of plastic spoons and we had this little cooperative scene eating this crushed pineapple day after day and sleeping in the cars and walking around.


He played a little guitar, we started singin’ and playin’ together just for something to do. And then we played our first professional gig. We got five bucks apiece.


What did you and Hunter used to play?


Oh, folk songs, dippy folk songs. It was before I got into a purist trip and all that.


REICH: You started playing because there was nothing else to do?


Yeah, but also because it was what I was doin’. It was really, basically what I was doin’. And there was nothing else to do. There was a certain amount of hanging out to be done. Stanford was a rich place to hang out, there was all this stuff goin’ on there. You could always hustle the girls to get you something from the dining room. We played around, mostly at Kepler's Book Store—it was not professional or anything like that. We played at Peninsula schools and we played all these arty scenes and intellectual scenes down there, still the coffee houses—that coffee house beatnik consciousness was still what was happening.


What happened was I kept going farther and farther into music and Hunter was farther and farther into writing and so finally we just stopped playing together. But we hung out together. He's a poet, essentially. And the direction I went into music was Folkways Records, field recordings, that sort of thing, and old-time blues and old-time country music and got very serious about it for a long time although I was still in that same position of essentially being on the street, going around from place to place.


Who are some of the people you met on the coffee house circuit?


I didn't get into playing the coffee houses until a little bit later than that, really playing coffee houses—most of that time before that I was learning to play well enough to play anywhere—’61 or ‘62, I started playing coffee houses and the guys who were playing around then up in San Francisco at the Fox and Hounds, Nick Gravenites was around then, Nick the Greek they called him; Pete Stampfel from the Holy Modal Rounders, he was playing around there then. A real nice San Francisco guitar player named Tom Hobson that nobody knows about, he was one of those guys that was sort of lost in the folk shuffle, but he's still around and he's still great.


Let's see . . . in Berkeley there was Jorma playing coffee houses about the same time that I was, and Janis. In fact, Jorma and Janis and I met at the same time. They played at the place in Palo Alto I played at a lot called the Tangent. They came in one night and I just flipped out. Janis was fantastic, she sounded like old Bessie Smith records, and she was really good. And Paul Kantner was playing around; David Freiberg was playing around, David and Nikelah they called themselves, him and his chick played lefthanded guitar, they did these rowdy Israeli folk songs. Michael Cunney was around then too. He's a guy that's kind of like Pete Seeger's junior version, he's very good, he still plays around, banjo and some. Let's see . . . a lot of the people that are around now, that are still doing stuff now. 




Did you begin hanging out with Jorma and Janis?


Well, I wasn't really hanging out with them but our paths would be crossing, playing at the same place the same night and pretty soon after two or three years of running into them you’re friends. You never planned it or anything like that, it's just what's happening.


Were you making enough money to support yourself ?


Nah . . . I was either not making money and mostly living off my wits, which was pretty easy to do in Palo Alto—things are very well fed—or else I was teaching guitar lessons in record stores.


What did you turn the kids on to who came for lessons?


I tried to teach them how to hear. My whole trip with teaching kids, was teaching them how to play by ear, teaching them how to learn stuff off of records, because kids were always coming in saying, “Here's this record, I'd love to be able to learn to play this guitar part on it.” And so mostly it was learn how to associate the guitar with what you hear. I couldn't follow the notes myself; it would’ve been really ridiculous of me to try to get them to follow the notes, man.


Sometimes they would have some knowledge, sometimes they would be pretty good as a matter of fact, it was all different ones, different kinds, because in a guitar store you get people who don't know anything about music, let alone anything about the guitar and so it was my whole trip to try to teach them something about music first. I could relate to them stuff by making a tape of a whole bunch of kinds of music that would include the guitar that would all be technically pretty easy but attractive to the ear, like the Carter Family for example, is a real good thing to learn because it's all first position, simple chords, rhythmically very easy, technically it's easy and at the same time your ear can dig it, you can get into it.


I would play something for them and either there's a flash, a spark there, either you can turn somebody on by saying, “Listen, isn't that neat,” or if the music doesn't communicate, you have to forget about teaching. That was my basis; that's what it finally came down to.


Hunter and I were still more or less together; at this time we’re mostly living at this place called The Chateau in Palo Alto and me and Hunter and Phil is there a lot, Phil Lesh and Pigpen and all these . . . my fellow freaks.


Where did they turn up?


The old Palo Alto Peace Center was a great place for social trips. The Peace Center was the place where the sons and daughters of the Stanford professors would hang out and discuss things. And we, the opportunist wolf pack, the beatnik hordes, you know, would be there preying on their young minds and their refrigerators. And there would be all of these various people turning up in these scenes and it just got to be very good, really high.


How did they come along?


Phil was from Berkeley and he had spent . . . his reason for being anywhere on the Peninsula was that he had done some time at San Mateo Jr. College playing in their jazz band. Now, Phil, who I met down there at the Peace Center, was at that time composing 12-tone and serial things. He’d also been a jazz trumpet player. We were in two totally different worlds, musically. But somehow he was working at KPFA as an engineer, and I was up there at a folk music thing or something like that and Burt Corena who ran the folk music show there wanted me to do a show for KPFA as a folk singer, so Phil and I got together at a party. He put together a tape of me playing in the kitchen and it sounded pretty good to us. He took it up there and played it for them, they dug it, so I went up to the studio and he engineered my little performance.


Phil and I had always gotten along together real good. So that's me and Phil. That's one stream as part of the Grateful Dead—the oldest, probably. We met this other guy named Bobby Peterson who is like an old-time wine-drinkin’ convict post criminal scene, a great guy, and he, Phil Lesh, a guy named John Winters and Bob Peterson all hung out together when Phil was going to San Mateo. OK, that's one little unit there.


Now, Phil had a girl friend from Palo Alto who he had met at San Mateo, that's what brought him to Palo Alto. And when in Palo Alto he’d hang out at St. Michael's Alley, which was where I and Hunter and these various other people were hanging out. It was a local coffee house where you could sit over a cup of coffee all night. And we met like we always met, in the course of some apocalyptic conversation from those old days.


Whose idea was it to have a band?


See, what happened was, I got into old-time country music, old-time string band music, and in order to play string band music you have to have a band, you can't play it by yourself. So I would be out recruiting musicians. One of the musicians I used to play with in those days was Dave Nelson, who plays guitar for the New Riders, so that's another germ, and me and Nelson were playing old-time music and we got into bluegrass music, playing around at coffee houses. And Bobby Weir was really a young kid at that time, learning how to play the guitar, and he used to hang around in the music store and he used to hang around at the coffee house.


Bob came from Atherton—he's from that really upperclass trip, his folks are really wealthy and all that, he was like the Atherton kid who was just too weird for anybody. He didn't make it in school and people were beatin’ up on him and he was getting kicked out of schools all over the place. His trip was he wanted to learn to play the guitar and have a good old time, and so he’d hang around the music store. I met him when I was working at a music store—I was one of the kingpin pickers on the town. I always played at the coffee house and Weir would come and hear me play and so it was that kind of thing.


At that time he was like 15 or something, really young. He's the kid guitar player. And the band thing kept happening various ways. Bluegrass bands are hard to put together because you have to have good bluegrass musicians to play and in Palo Alto there wasn't really very many of them—not enough to keep a band going all the time.


Now Bill Kreutzman was working at the music store at the same time I was. My first encounter with Kreutzman was when I bought a banjo from him way back in ‘61 or ‘62. He was just a kid then playing rock and roll. He was in high school. I may have even played a gig with him once when I was playing electric bass in a rock & roll band weekends.


Since I always liked playing whether it was bluegrass music or not, I decided to put together a jug band, because you could have a jug band with guys that could hardly play at all or play very well or anything like that. So we put together the jug band and Weir finally had his chance to play because Weir had this uncanny ability to really play the jug and play it really well, and he was the only guy around and so he of course was the natural candidate. And Pigpen, who was mostly into playin’ Lightnin’ Hopkins stuff and harmonica . . .


Where’d he come from?


He was another one of the kids from around there, he was like the Elvis Presley soul and hoodlum kid. His father was a disc jockey; he heard the blues, he wanted to play the blues and I was like the guitar player in town who could play the blues, so he used to hang around, that's how I got to know him. He took up harmonica and got pretty good at it for those days when nobody could play any of that stuff.


So we had the jug band with Pigpen and Weir and Bob Matthews who's the head guy at Alembic Studios now, and Marmaduke [of New Riders] even played with the jug band for a while, I believe.


The jug band we’re talking about is pretty recent, that's like ‘63 . . . ‘63 or ‘64 . . . Phil's back from ‘61 or ‘60 . . . ‘60 and ‘61 from when I just got out of the Army. I met Phil almost the same time I met Hunter. Phil was doin’ a straight thing, he was goin’ to Cal, he was livin’ in Berkeley, he was born in Berkeley. I think he was goin’ to Mills College for awhile, he was studying music seriously . . . you’d go over to his house and find orchestra charting paper and incredible symphonies, man, all meticulously rapidographed. God— Phil, you know, has absolute pitch and this incredible vast store of musical knowledge, just the complete classical music education. And he’d been a trumpet player, that's what he played. So, anytime I did anything musical, he was always turned on by the music, because he loves any kind of music . . .


How did he get lured away from the classical world?


He just ran out of it . . . he ran out of it. I didn't really fall back in with Phil until after we’d had our electric rock and roll band started.


And you ran around and played the . . .


Played any place that would hire a jug band, which was almost no place and that's the whole reason we finally got into electric stuff. 


Whose idea was that?


Well Pigpen, as a matter of fact, it was Pigpen's idea. He’d been pestering me for awhile, he wanted me to start up an electric blues band. That was his trip . . . because in the jug band scene we used to do blues numbers like Jimmy Reed tunes and even played a couple of rock and roll tunes and it was just the next step.
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“He really had no equal."—Bob Dylan





