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Diana, Rosemary, and Alexander: I love you more than words can tell.

—David Dodd


It’s a hand-me-down

The thoughts are broken

Perhaps they’re better left unsung

I don’t know

Don’t really care

Let there be songs to fill the air

—Robert Hunter, “Ripple”



Foreword
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hat, after all, is the point of a compendium of scatology and ontology viz the lyrics of the Grateful Dead? When fans hear a song they like, they internalize it, dance to it, sing along. Tape it, collect it, trade it. When scholars hear a song they like, they annotate it. There is more than one way to love a song. There are as many ways as there are listeners.

The songlist of the Grateful Dead has achieved an anomalous status within the archives of current pop culture. It begins to appear that our output embodied the summation and close of a musical era, rather than heralding the bright new beginning devoutly wished for. But it bears mentioning that our work was a natural and inevitable blending of rock and roll, jazz, and traditional folk culture. It was, in its day, as shockingly innovative as the music of mounting urban psychosis that was to displace it. Its verbal and musical complexity offer little of overwhelming market value to a more intensely stratified current musical culture. I’m optimistically uncertain as to whether it is a dead issue or a ticking time bomb set to detonate long after its progenitors have quit this sphere of commercial sorrow. My own improbable dream was to aid and abet a unified indigenous American, or at least Western, music, drawing on all bona fide traditional currents including pop. Tall order for a bunch of white kids. Big dreams. But jazz wasn’t talking to pop, and bluegrass wasn’t talking to the blues—experimental postclassic soundscape wasn’t talking to anybody.

Most bands can be copied, but bands that have tried to mimic the Grateful Dead in a creative way, other than note-by-note reproduction, tend to fall short of the mark because there is no specific style to mimic, rather a range of styles that the band members have individually mastered and integrated into the music. Pigpen played blues and was accepted as a regular in the black nightclubs of East Palo Alto in his early teens. Phil studied composition with the great Italian avant-garde composer Luciano Berio to augment his classical training. Garcia’s knowledge and facility with American folk forms and instrumental styles was compendious. Mickey Hart was a titled world-champion rudimental drummer from a family of drummers and studied Indian rhythmic intricacies with Zakir Hussein and Ali Akbar Khan. Several of us were veterans of regular jazz sessions by sterling musicians such as Lester Hellum, Bob Pringle, Rudy Jackson, and Dan Barnett while living at the Chateau. My particular strength was a good memory. I knew the words to most of the popular songs of the forties and fifties and to most of the classics of the swing era, through my parents’ record collection (also strong in folk music) and through playing through “fake books” of the era on my trumpet. I also absorbed the lyrics to an untold number of folk songs during the folk revival of the sixties. Just a knack, but it’s small wonder that my songs are often fraught with allusions.

I believe that the lyrics themselves say all that wants saying but acknowledge that scholastic exegesis has a momentum of its own and it’s not my business to impede it, though I always believed we were “historicized” too early for comfort. I also believe, through experience, that beneath the window dressing of metaphor and rhyme, song is a naked, living, and amorphous creature. Where some assume that song is the transcription of self, my more intimate belief is that one goes out in the woods and ketches one, dresses it up, and trains it to talk. How the brute is trained is a matter of personal style, but beneath the window dressing, the song remains elusively itself, prevented from full expression by the limits of its intended use. The writer’s prejudices, blindsides, and occasional strengths are all utilized in the disguising of the primordial beast into form adequate to its specific purpose.

Scatology is the activity of tracking the spoor of the song, detecting borrowings, influences, and/or outright thefts; of uncovering, through internal evidence, the parentage of a particular song, or of repetitive tendencies throughout a body of work—of actual or imagined contingent sources. It is evidence for induction, building a hypothetical dinosaur from fossil traces. Looking for what species of fire causes such and such a spiral of smoke. Sometimes, there is indeed a flame; other times, the writer was just stretching for a rhyme, accepting something convenient with a deadline impending, no further significance intended. At other times, evidence is ironically removed from normal context and bespeaks influence less than sheer serendipitous proximity. All practice is acceptable practice! Who arbitrates this stuff anyway? It isn’t the artist’s sworn duty to be easily or accurately traceable. I grudgingly admit that prior knowledge of select sources can establish a context for a song that might positively increase the effectiveness of the allusions. One of my conscious goals as a songwriter is to provide a connective thread to the ongoing project of Western music, when and if it feels natural and right.

Ontology is an examination of causative factors, of intent. What was the impulse that seemed to require certain images to be duly expressed? Love, carnal or spiritual? Irony? Sentiment? Contempt? Patriotism? Existential devaluation? Self-advertisement? Revenge? Paranoia? Romance? Annoyance? Deconstruction? Revolution? Peer status? Exuberance? Broken-heartedness? Grief? Indomitability? Salvation? Sales? Sacrilege? Inanity? Responsibility or the lack of? Need of another song for the album? Discontent? Protest? Inspiration from another song? Disaster, personal or worldwide? There are prime models for each of these impulses in the literature of song, in the musical ocean in which we swim.

Who stands behind the mask of a song? Anyone willing and able to provide the voice can wear the mask and intone the metaphors. Song, a series of tones enhanced by metaphor, coalesces into a visage in the act of performance. Why just exactly metaphor? What is metaphor? Metaphor is that which stands for something that cannot stand for itself, since all else stands upon it. Philosophy is metaphor, war is metaphor, and, oh yes, dear sweet love itself. A broad term. What lies outside the capacity of imagining, by way of metaphor, is undefined because indefinable. The something I speak of is evocable, in a limited sense of emotional repercussion, by appropriate metaphor. It is surmisable though not contained by it. The juxtaposition of one metaphor to another yields relation; a juxtaposition of relations, a situation. A juxtaposition of situations provides narrative. Is music also metaphor? Yes, but you lose the value of both words by saying so. Invocation and evocation are classically terms of magic. You don’t evoke your dog, you call him. Spirit, however, you must invoke, coax with metaphor. A song, successfully invoked, evokes person, place, time, and condition.

Sometimes the singer becomes the song. This can be dangerous because the metaphoric mask, fitting too well, can be difficult to remove. Hans Christian Andersen’s tale of “The Red Shoes” is the scarifying metaphor of this situation. But when the metaphor supplants the mediator in less than tragic circumstances, mere make-believe becomes magic theater. We buy our tickets hoping this will happen and are disappointed when it doesn’t. But when it does—the audience, as well as the artist, assimilated by metaphor exalted by music—performance becomes ceremony. Words are no longer strictly necessary, they have done their duty toward the primary evocation; rhythm and tonality alone prolong the experience until it’s time to haul it back down to earth and bid you goodnight.

The Grateful Dead was, is, the master metaphor for our group situation. And yes, the shoes have run away with the feet at times. The evocative power of that strange, not at all comical name is considerable, for grace and ill. I know that my own input into the scene, my words, were heavily conditioned by that powerful name. It called sheaves of spirits down on us all. It expressed a deep and mystic hope about the nature of eternity. Our shows were ceremonies and our people, celebrants, in the most archaic sense of the term. There was no place else on God’s green earth that I, for one, fitted. Now that it is gone, there is no place else I fit so exactly as to shape and size. But that I fit once, and well, into something that fit me, that had a piece exactly my size missing, gives hope, in that such things may be at all, that thus it may be so again. Madly in love with metaphor, I took a lover’s liberties with it, crushing unlikely relations into strange situations, letting it summon a sense of its own, or none, or to be continued. . . . Crazy? By all means, whatever that peculiar metaphor of relative sanity portends. The attempt to speak on as many levels at once as is humanly possible, considering the limitations of language (which is also its condition of freedom), can invite the worried concern of more orderly minds.

The components of metaphor that can’t be so easily isolated or identified are those that have nothing to do with image per se, but rather the arrangement of the articles of the image. Say the image of the metaphor is, for example, a red silk banner in the rain. The same metaphor can be expressed as: in the rain, a silken banner of red. Or: silken, red, a banner in the rain. Same metaphor, different emphases and rhythmic pulses. In the context of rhyme, the same metaphor in different inversions could provoke many different shades of feeling.

Weeping tears of crimson pain

silken, red, a banner in the rain.

A certain elegance is provided by rhythmic contrast that would be lost in the doggerel rhythm of:

Weeping tears of crimson pain

a red silk banner in the rain.

All I mean to imply by examining this scrap of suspect metaphor is that there is a point where we leave scatology and ontology behind and enter the sphere of poetics, the land of measured feet, onomatopoeia, and rhythmic accent.

There are songs of such enduring stature that they have become part of the common mind, from “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” to “Happy Birthday to You,” from “Stardust” to “Auld Lang Syne,” from “Subterranean Homesick Blues” to “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.” They seem like natural forces (as indeed they are)—unequivocal as the moon and perennial as grass—but in each case, oddly enough, somebody wrote the piece, wrote it or made it up, and passed it along, always around a fire—somebody whose name has come down through the ages along with his song, somebody like King David or Cab Calloway, or, more commonly, somebody forgotten. I like to acknowledge some of these works (it’s called allusion), borrowing a bit of their pizzazz or charm, certain of their authority if not my own. People ask me who my major influences are, and I have to smile, thinking, “You mean other than Walt Disney?” All qualitative assumptions aside, what music first moved us? Got down deep in there before we’d erected any barriers of taste and sophistication? An apt allusion can act like a magnet among the iron filings of a verse, making them all coalesce and decisively point north. One seeks the point in the soul that has already been touched in an undeniable way, only to proceed in directions of one’s own. A four-leaf clover on Mars is the desired item. A scrap of Stephen Foster or a bow to Mother Goose pleases the Muse who watches over such things. She likes us when we borrow, loves us when we steal. All of what song is ventures from and flies home to the same place: soul to soul. Copyright is an interesting and fairly new idea, but I don’t think it’ll ever rule the creative sphere where all things interpenetrate and cross-fertilize. A song is only ever fully realized when it belongs to everyone whose language it inhabits. Which is as much as to say: Few songs are ever fully realized. More than simple creative acts, they are acts of accretion, moss-covered and lichen-bearing bits of interstellar matter, living beings of word and harmony.

There is an approach that allows a song to achieve multiple personal evocations of déjà vu. Not amenable to recognizable formulation (like metric, rhyme, or allusion), it fits the facts of many lives, typifying a variety of situations, and seems to each of many listeners as though written for them alone. I mean specifically written for them, not just generically, but personally. I’ve run across too many testimonials to the phenomenon regarding my own work to doubt it—and have experienced it myself (who hasn’t?) in the lyric works of others that touch me most. A lyric that places its situation too restrictively in a particular time and place may fail in this regard but, on the other hand, might just redouble in such associative power to the ears of those from the same time and place. Usually New York City in the not-too-distant past. Mostly it’s the trusty love song, specifically new love and love disappointed, that takes you there. When the parallels get a little too exact, it’s just uncanny, and there’s not much more to say about that. It’s a bit more difficult to find subjects other than romantic love that partake of the particular and the universal at the same time, which is what a song must do to make any difference in the life of the listener. By report, I’ve done this with a few songs, such as “Ripple” and “Box of Rain” (neither love songs in the conventional sense), but I can’t tell how it’s done, only how it feels: like I’ve just spoken clearly to myself and survived the experience. Exalted. Satisfied. Though the facts of the writing of many lyrics are forgotten, I don’t forget the moments that define and validate my choice of professions.

The truths of song are not the truths of prose or those of nonlyric poetry. Poetry much finer than your garden-variety song lyric can fail entirely to accomplish what rhymed couplets of suspiciously nil content can pull off with mere emotional conviction. Denigrate the art of Hank Williams who dare! What speaks to the head most often misses the heart, since song is above all else and beyond all else, a language of direct emotion, which to be powerful must be simple. Elements of abstraction are added at peril, but in the instances where a mix of brain and heart doesn’t flat-out fail, it can work memorably well. Most studied attempts provide satisfactory fodder for neither mind nor heart; successful linkage is a gift of the moment’s Muse—it comes out of the blue or it doesn’t come.

The sheer dinkiness of rhyming (which the heart enjoys), besides providing an easy key to memorization for the performer, can be a distinct impediment to the free exercise of poetic flexibility. One of the great free-verse poets of our time, Allen Ginsberg (whose attempts at song lyric suffer from the constriction of a vast soul into iambic pentameter) asked me, “Does a song lyric have to rhyme?” I answered impulsively from the apparent truth of the matter that, yes, it must. He didn’t ask for elucidation but nodded gravely and simply accepted the pronouncement. I’ve made a kind of trademark of seeing how far I could push lyric into abstraction without losing touch with the heart. Just so far and no further. I’ve pushed it too far several times and lived to lick my critical bruises. To test the limit and miss, should the work suffer recording and release, is to be labeled pretentious and henceforth beneath notice. “Too bad,” they shake their heads, “he almost had us fooled.” The best way past that misfortune is to collaborate with someone with strong populist instincts. A song needn’t be bone-dumb, mind you, but it must strike past its quanta of intellection to the quiddity (thatness, thereness, suchness) of feeling, music itself being the most direct route to the big red pump.

The extasis of a song lyric is not particularly evident on the printed page, though I confess to being more attentive than strictly necessary about how my work appears to the eye, what’s called symmetry and enjambment, but this is just a personal foible that has no bearing whatsoever on the viability of a lyric, which must be sounded and settled into the nest of its melody, serving not only exposition but the chords and pulses of the arrangement. At best, it should seem like a tune could have no other words and the words, no other tune. In most cases, that’s probably a delusion, as I’ve discovered by hearing hard-core rap lyrics set to Grateful Dead records with the original words electronically erased. The thought that someday my version of how those fine old tracks go will be only one of many that gives pause to consider.

Songwriting is 51 percent craft and 49 percent feel. After a few years in the business, I developed a rhyming dictionary in my head and didn’t even bother to write an end word that would provide a too-limited scope and palette of rhyme. One learns early to tuck the word love into the middle of the line rather than deal with shove, glove, dove, of, and above. Wind is one of the most beautiful and multi-expressive words in the language, but has no usable consonant word except the false rhyme begin. So engrained is this acquired facility that I can literally listen to nearly any modern pop song and tell you what the next line will be more than 50 percent of the time. Most lyric writers telegraph their punches, especially when plowing over well-turned fields for the first time. But hey, it’s all good. There are so many aspects involved in successfully matching a lyric to a set track, it’s a wonder when it expresses anything coherent at all. There’s more liberty to writing a lyric destined to be set to music than in “scoring.” Then the struggle is on the musician’s side, but at least there’s a framework for composition rather than raw air and the buzz of an amp. Since I write faster than most musicians compose, I generally got my way if only because I had something to present and they didn’t. For most full-time musicians, composition is the most dreaded thing of all. I reckon three-quarters of the collaborative output I’ve been involved in originated in my own head. In my experience, it’s much easier to write a lyric than to create a supple and convincing tune. But the only way to write a song is to begin. No songs, to my knowledge, were ever performed that were not first begun. Small point, but not all that obvious. It could be that songs whose lyrics originated in my head are better in sum than those written for the compositions of others, though that is far from a safe generalization and I wouldn’t like to put it to the test. Insofar as writing to composed music can utilize the music’s own juice, the words are subordinated to the composer’s intent. For a lyric to be interesting enough in its own right, to tempt a composer to score, a lot of juice must be present in the words to begin with.

I wonder if there are half a dozen other people in the English-speaking world who’ve made their long-term living solely as lyricists. Pretty small fraternity this. I was granted a rare chance to develop my craft in the public eye, in conjunction with a band of rare longevity. Fortunately, I had a lot to say and, equally fortunate, in retrospect, there was not enough “profile” to the shadowy writer’s gig to turn my head. Not too much anyway. I lived lyric year in and year out for decades and never lost my taste for it. I ascribe this less to raw talent than to a fortuitous pairing of coincidences: suitable cohorts and the unique cultural ferment of the sixties. I don’t know how many songs I wrote, thousands; they were forever getting lost, snatched up by pixies and transported to the land of lost socks or folded in somebody’s back pocket and put through the wash with no duplicate copy. And I wrote reams of bad songs, bitching about everything under the sun, which I kept to myself: Cast not thy swines before pearls. And once in a while something would sort of pop out of nowhere. The sunny London afternoon I wrote “Brokedown Palace,” “To Lay Me Down,” and “Ripple,” all keepers, was in no way typical, but it remains in my mind as the personal quintessence of the union between writer and Muse, a promising past and bright future prospects melding into one great glowing apocatastasis in South Kensington, writing words that seemed to flow like molten gold onto parchment paper. The only similar moment came while conceiving “Terrapin Station” in a lightning-split thunderstorm overlooking the lashing bay at China Camp. That I spent so many sessions trying to add to “Terrapin” in subsequent years was perhaps more an effort to recapture the magic of the moment than because the piece really needed completion. The moment lives on in the song; there’s no need to repeat it. One would think that the culminating moment of a song’s creation would culminate in hearing it performed for the first time, but in my experience this is seldom so; the nexus of eternity achieved in instants of assured and fluent creation reign supreme. The pudding is in the proof, so to speak.

Back in the day, I didn’t allow my lyrics to be published with the recordings so people could dub in their own mishearings, adding a bit of themselves to the song. Stone Age recording technique assured a certain amount of verbal blur, particularly if the band was dynamic in the mid and bass ranges. Though the recordings of the Grateful Dead have been remastered so that lyrics can be heard without suppressing the bass drum, there was a time when the words could be accurately deciphered neither on record nor in concert. Since they weren’t printed, very few people other than the singers knew what I was saying in any detail. Not that this state of things influenced my writing, but I’ve generally found that the words to songs I thought I heard in the works of others were more colorful and enigmatically apt than the words I eventually discovered were intended. More to my personal taste. I assume the same is true of my own work. Mishearing can be as much a strength as a liability. People, accidentally overhearing their own thoughts, are inclined to like what they hear, self-recognized at a distance and mistaken for another.

My purpose in writing song lyrics, besides having nothing better to do and making a living, is the exaltation of my spirit through the exaltation of other spirits. Traditional tools and forms are often apt for the purpose, such as the “Come All Ye” form so popular in sailor songs and union ballads. When I recommend others “come hear Uncle John’s Band,” I verbalize, in a way deeply meaningful to me, one of the ongoing agendas of life, the coaxing and cajoling of the forces of generational unity. I don’t say we, the purveyors of the song, are Uncle John’s Band (though anything was possible on a good night in the late sixties)—the truth is that we as a group also wanted to come hear “UJB,” and to come home, too, if it’s not too much to ask. When I’m lucky, what is meant to me by the gnomic phrases that rise from the reverie of writing is found equally meaningful to others. When asked who specifically Uncle John—or St. Stephen—is, I have to think someone’s missed the point. They’re you or they’re no one. I once got a midnight phone call on my listed number from Uncle John and St. Stephen, which caused me to yank the cord out of the wall and go phoneless for the next year. I can’t tell you why my reaction was so severe—I only know that it was.

The images and themes of “Uncle John’s Band” are more than normally allusive, even for me. It was, incidentally, the first lyric I wrote with the aid of that newfangled gadget, the cassette tape recorder. I taped the band playing the arrangement and was able to score lyrics at leisure rather than scratch away hurriedly at rehearsals, waiting for particular sections to come around again. Few of their songs (“Box of Rain” is an exception) were so fully realized as “UJB” before the incorporation of lyrics. “UJB” (many Grateful Dead songs are known to fans by their initials) is a celebration of folk themes played “down by the riverside,” hailing from a peculiar place where Appalachia met immigrant Scottish, English, Welsh, and Irish folk traditions, to my mind the mythic territory of Fennario, where Sweet William courted “Pretty Peggy-O” with such romantically disastrous consequences. I wanted to supercharge that ethos as something of ultimate value into the public consciousness. You can swallow a song like “UJB” whole for what it evokes in you, mystery and all—or you can track down the resources I selected while stumbling through the dark of composition, toward some kind of light, and achieve a gnostic synthesis of the song that may forever change the way you hear it. It may deepen the experience, or just explain it away. As with the language of love, the meaning of a song often lies less in what is said than in how it’s said, the scan of the rhythm relative to counterweight of color and image. And mystery has a color all its own. But there’s something other than those retrievable devices that’s necessary: a uniqueness of overall character—that the song be that song, borrowings and all, and not any other. Not a copy of anything. A representative example of a genre that doesn’t even exist, if it comes to that! A China Cat Sunflower. Avoidance of popular genres does not make for a commercially successful music; there’s no formula for the cultural froth to fix on, but it does invite a long-term following. With only one hit in thirty years, I’m not even sure the Grateful Dead belong in the pop music section of the record store. But it definitely found its domain in the tape machines of an army of bootleggers. Due to the setlist–free creative variety of the performances, there are probably more hours in private circulation, of taped Grateful Dead music than of any musical group in history. What you lose on one side, you gain on another.

I realized some time ago that I’ve unwittingly given myself to the world. Maybe that’s why the phone call from my characters disturbed me so deeply. The keys to my cloud are out there, and almost anybody can know more about me than I’ll ever know about them. I don’t think that thought often; it’s a bit too uncanny for comfort. Obversely, it can lead to a feeling that anybody but me has a right to interpret the meanings of the songs. Well, yes, I know exactly what every line of my work was meant to mean, its sources or lack of them, and what it’s trying to prove—if not the subconscious motivations all artists keep hidden from themselves, the tinder to ignite their dreams. So why don’t I say it all for once and for good, and fatten this book up a bit? I’ll say it again: The songs themselves say everything I personally want to say about them. The melodies of the unstrung harp are meant to be felt, not heard.

There were other lyricists involved in the writing of the Grateful Dead canon. Had I not joined, by invitation, as lyricist in residence a year after they chose the name and nailed down the job through sheer prolixity, the band would have developed differently. It might have been less odd and more popular, for one thing. It would likely have remained more blues- based. The passing rage of psychedelia would have happened regardless. “The Other One” is a band-generated example of that, lyrics by Jerry Garcia and Bob Weir. In flipping through the draft pages of this book, I was surprised at the number of early lyrics by Garcia and by Ron “Pigpen” McKernan, songs that got an airing or two but apparently rang no bells for them. Both writers show distinct lyric promise. Their skills would have developed in proportion to the effort they exerted in songwriting, though both were first and foremost musicians. Words tend to be a chore when your first love is the performing of music. Penning and chord-combing don’t have the same charge. I know from personal experience that when I perform much, my writing dwindles. In my opinion, most bands could benefit from a lyricist able to devote full time to the task. Musicianship and lyric acuity seldom dwell in the same body—different brain configurations, I figure. There are, of course, profound exceptions to this rule.

Another scenario might have found the weight put on Bobby Petersen and Peter Zimels, aka Peter Monk, both literate, interested, and available. Peter, once a Zen monk, was spiritual, political, and properly pissed off, lyrically articulate. Not a bad combination. Bobby was a masterfully poetic outlaw and a man of vast experience, much behind bars of both sorts. Both were gifted and serious poets trying their hand at lyric. I never considered myself a poet. I was into literature (as awed by James Joyce as were my friends by Coltrane), novel-writing, and folk music. Previous to “Alligator,” I’d written only three songs, in 1957, for a rock-and-roll quartet I had in high school, but they were pop-style dreck with no resources beyond the pop-culture mind of the day, just something to sing. In 1967, I mailed to my old chum and fellow folkie Garcia three lyrics from New Mexico, extracted from songs I wrote and played at parties with some success, expecting no reply. I got the first and only letter I ever received from him, almost by return mail, asking me to come out and join the band. The lyrics were “Saint Stephen,” “China Cat Sunflower,” and “Alligator.”

Bobby Petersen said to me, near the end of his life, “I could have done what you did.” I wouldn’t be qualified to judge, since fate granted me the chance to develop my craft in the public arena and denied it to him by penal circumstance and a savagely prodigious thirst that took its toll on health and ability. As testament to what might have been, he bequeathed the band “New Potato Caboose” and “Unbroken Chain,” the latter a delicately beautiful poetic evocation of sorrow and loss. His youthful poetic prowess is demonstrated in his posthumous book of poetry, Alleys of the Heart. Had circumstance allowed, his old friend Phil would probably have come more forward in the solo vocal output, though this was something Phil didn’t seem particularly keen to do, not liking the sound of his own voice, which is unfortunate because, given confidence, he would have been just dandy, as his vocal on our cowritten “Box of Rain” demonstrates. His tenor harmonies define the GD vocal blend.

In different circumstances, Bob Weir’s collaboration with his school friend John Barlow might have begun earlier. Weir himself was capable of writing a nice breezy lyric to witness “Born Cross-eyed” and his part of “The Other One” lyrics—but had no confidence in his abilities and didn’t develop the talent. The folk elements that characterized the recorded output were a function of Garcia and my mutual deep and tolerably well-informed interests, developed by having played as a folk duet, Bob & Jerry (with matching shirts!), and later in several old-timey and bluegrass bands prior to Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions, which transmogrified into the Warlocks, which became, and stayed, the Grateful Dead. Invited to play jug in Mother McCree’s, I just couldn’t get a sound out of the damned thing and dropped out of the band scene to pursue my novel- writing. Fate apparently had plans for me other than musicianship, or I would have made that jug ring! In the end, all those mutual folk elements got me the job of providing Garcia with the type of song he could sing with righteous authority. The others were a little worried about the folk direction, but agreeable; the band was, after all, desperate for material and, wonder of wonders, it clicked! Our albums went from the bottom of the charts to the upper reaches, consistently. Folk-biased music would never top the charts; that was for the Beatles, the Captain and Tennille, James Brown, the Monkees, and the Rolling Stones (Dylan had sort of disappeared from public view at this time due to his accident), but we did pretty well. We would have done better with a hit, three of which we had until they got banned from the airwaves by FCC warning, and two for mentioning cocaine: “Truckin’ ” (later declared “a national treasure” by an act of Congress—some Deadhead in the House, no doubt) and “Casey Jones.” “Uncle John’s Band” got kicked off the airwaves for swearing “God Damn! I declare / Have you seen the like?” Strangled in our infant cradle by the evil Nixon! He’ll never know what a favor he did us. We needed another decade of hard-work-just-to-survive to temper our metal. Burnout was providentially deferred.

As I see it, in my absence the Grateful Dead would have tended toward a balance between the Garcia, McKernan, Weir, and Lesh vocal and writing base, drawing moderately from outside the group for lyric material, most likely supplied by Barlow, Petersen, Zimmels, and, not inconceivably by Richard Brautigan, Lew Welch, and, Allen Ginsberg, requiring, as the band did, a dozen or more new songs a year to record. Folk-style repertoire would still have been evident, as with “Viola Lee Blues,” but it would more likely have been covers than originals. But as it actually happened, my affinity with Garcia’s interest in Americana conspired to provide the band with a resource not easily laid aside. The songs fit the times and helped to define them. For several years, the Garcia-Hunter song machine dominated the proceedings, with perhaps predictable results. With the impetus of Rolling Stone’s decision to recast the GD as “Jerry & his band” with two big cover shots of his truly and interviews, not all of which were flattering to the band, Garcia’s public persona decisively overshadowed his bandmates. McKernan’s presence dwindled to feature spots, and Weir began to stand uncomfortably in the big guy’s increasingly solid shadow. The drummers didn’t care one way or another, but Phil’s progressive tastes, at a guess, might well have been hampered by the verse-chorus-bridge song oriented approach so suitable to the 33 1/3 RPM, double-sided record format. Whatever the details, and there were many, the “resource not easily laid aside” showed signs of becoming “the monster who ate the band,” and I felt conflicting pressures directed at my role, Garcia’s position of eminence being unassailable. Weir voiced a desire, in collaboration, to have my words be more textural and less central to his compositions. Lyrics that didn’t call attention to themselves. “The sound of thick air,” as he once requested from engineer Dave Hassinger, who promptly quit. Probably a reasonable enough request, but I wasn’t prone to minimize my skills, nor he to be overridden in matters of his own musical inclinations. Truth is, I wrote the same for him as I did for Garcia. It was how I wrote; I wasn’t involved in a program of putting words in singers’ mouths or defining their personae; I was simply expressing my own creative daemon. But it was the first indication that my little boat was shipping water and that continued clear sailing might not be in the cards.

I’m often asked what it takes to become a songwriter. Either those who write the majority of memorable songs are hypocrites or this is pretty much the recipe. No one ever said it’d be easy. You can either get a guitar, a pencil, and some paper and do it, or proceed to violate your mind and body to a certain degree to prove the worth of your salt as an artist. You should maybe stop short of running right over a cliff, though one or two major falls do you no harm if you survive intact. Beware creative-writing programs. It is well if you have your heart broken many times and break the hearts of others through your creative self-indulgence. It’s de rigueur to do a certain number of foolhardy things with a fair degree of regularity, or, if a coward by nature (which is perfectly fine), you should learn to cringe at things that cannot possibly harm you and to fear where there is no reason to fear. If you are so base as to have money, it is recommended you spend it foolishly and make no provision whatsoever for your old age, unlikely as it is you’ll have one. Above all, recognize that everything you know is a flat-out lie or only relatively true in certain restricted and unpleasant situations. Trust only in how you feel about things, not in their so-called reality. Love God ferociously and live like the very devil. Always count your chickens before they’ve hatched. Compromise on the larger picture but never on details. Remember that deadlines are for dummies. If you can’t neglect an appointment, at least be late. Be of good cheer where others moan, and strike a glum face in the midst of merriment. Remember, you’re an artist and it’s your proud tradition to be difficult.

An explosion of unresolved ambition and creatively frustrating circumstances loomed over us like a cloud of dirty dishwater. Enter John Barlow in Pecos Bill getup, silk kerchief, and Stetson hat, as befit a Wyoming ranch boss and author of the lyrics to “Mexicali Blues.” Billy goats together, only he knew Weir well enough to butt horns with him, part friends, and do it again. Barlow didn’t want to write thick air, either. Nor did he make an attempt to aid Weir in developing his own sense of direction. He rejected, as soundly as I had, Weir’s tendency to wantonly rewrite the fruits of your Muse. It was good to see that road show at a distance, realizing they would both survive and even come up with some tunes that would be a credit to the repertoire. Though less than delighted at relinquishing part of my hard-earned dominion to another, becoming Garcia’s lyricist rather than lyricist to the Grateful Dead, catastrophe was averted. In hindsight, any more time spent as sovereign wordbird of the immense lyrical heights of all Deaddom might have melted the wax in my wings. As it was, the jolt of the landing only fired my Muse to react with “Promontory Rider” and “Terrapin,” where I make my stand upon the promontories of my own heart, in the shadow of the moon, and recover meaning. Deep down, Weir made the only choice both of us could live with, and there are no hard feelings on either side. He remains my brother, but creatively we were just oil and water, “Truckin’,” “Sugar Magnolia,” “Jack Straw,” and “Playing in the Band” notwithstanding.

With songwriting to spare, enter Weir’s vehicle Kingfish and a string of Garcia solo bands. Phil and Ned Lagin’s sophisticated sound sculpture Seastones was miles ahead of its time and decidedly not geared to a pop audience. So much music from so few. My usual prolixity unabated, I wrote more songs than I knew what to do with and began handing them out to solo projects, notably Mickey Hart’s tremendously enjoyable house parties on record, such as Rolling Thunder. A stream of Garcia solo albums took up more of the slack. I even began putting out records of my own: Tales of the Great Rumrunners and Tiger Rose, thanks to Mickey, who generously provided unlimited freedom of his studio and infectious creative input. Fortunately, none of the side projects bid seriously to displace the parent project. Through one accommodation or another, we managed to keep the group going as an active entity for an unheard-of three decades with only one year-long vacation from touring. The critics of the 1980s were not well disposed to like anything but the dynamically emerging sound of punk; whatever we created was old-school by definition. Despite them, and punk’s rendezvous with musical history, we continued to accumulate the biggest steady draw in rock-and-roll history. We weathered the tides of reggae, new wave, goth, glam glitter, Madonna, and rap and resolved the internal difficulties that destroy other bands in short order. How? Because we made a solemn, spoken agreement early on that we were in this for life. Come what may. We pledged.

After 1974’s From the Mars Hotel, more Garcia-Hunter material ended up on Jerry’s solo albums than on the Grateful Dead song list, as he relinquished compositional tasks to others. This culminated in the 1980 Go to Heaven album (originally titled Go to Hell) which contained only two of our collaborations, featuring instead the driving songs of new keyboard player Brent Mydland.

The Garcia-Hunter songwriting flower put forth its last bloom in 1987. Though only four of our songs appeared on the album In the Dark, one was our first hit single, “Touch of Grey.” Though there were still good songs to come, they were fewer as Garcia’s dwindling interest in songwriting turned to painting. During the recording of In the Dark, something extremely uncharacteristic of the Grateful Dead—and deeply meaningful to me—happened. Bill Kreutzmann took me aside and said, “We love you. Don’t ever leave us.” The only acknowledgment that ever equaled that in my heart of hearts came one August afternoon, when Garcia called me, out of the blue, to say, “Your lyrics never once stuck in my throat.” Cool.

Been there, done that, wrote about it. What else? Glance over the shoulder. Next? Ever wonder what thick air in the words to a song might actually sound like? Hasn’t been done yet, to my knowledge. . . .

—Robert Hunter

San Rafael, California

March 2005



Preface

“No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relationship to the dead poets and artists.”

— T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and Individual Talent” in Selected Essays

[image: Images]

n his Foreword, Hunter addresses the tradition deeply, illuminating for us the inspiration of his own songwriting. He defines the musical innovations of the Grateful Dead as blending and building upon genres of music from classical to the American songbook. And he allows that David Dodd’s annotations are another way to draw our attention to the cultural heritage of the West. We glimpse the hunting grounds of creativity through reference in literature, history, folklore, folk song, contemporary writing, Americana, biblical narrative. Where it can be done because a prior published source can be tracked down and cited, he has done it. He has not been rigorous in restricting citation to eminent tomes, for the playful influence of his website correspondents is evident. He has let them in to enliven his scholarly apparatus. Who is to say that these connections, seen in some gold band or dark hollow of concert experience, are not essential? No creative mystery has been violated in David’s work, and perhaps it could not be.

My own part in this story began in 1961 in a bookstore with coffee tables in Palo Alto, Keplers, where the sources, the books in the then-new paperbound form, ranged like wizened fruit along crowded shelves. These we devoured to the sounds of Garcia’s daily practice. He sang to us—Hunter, Petersen, Lesh, Laird, Christie, Legate, and others, some of whom later fell off the bus or are no longer with us. A growing extension of this living room has been home ever since, with ever-new family members joining till we are legion. The art arising from those beginnings and their maturity is now itself becoming part of the tradition, entering a new room with new players, a new world being born.

It has been my fortune to have maintained these old connections and to have been steward of the Grateful Dead’s song catalog for most of the time since the founding of Ice Nine Publishing Company, in 1970. It is a rare privilege to have the opportunity to bring such a body of work to publication.

To Robert Hunter, to the Grateful Dead in the immediate and largest sense, to John Barlow, Bobby Petersen, and Peter Monk, to all those with the Free Press and March Tenth who have put up with our strictures, to my loving family, and to our illustrator, Jim Carpenter, who has brought a subtle humor to the work, thank you.

—Alan Trist

Ice Nine Publishing Company

San Rafael, California

March 2005



Introduction

“A scrap of age-old Lullabye down some forgotten street . . . ”

—Robert Hunter, “Standing on the Moon”
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rateful Dead lyrics can contain the world. I’ve worked on the annotations found attached to the collected lyrics in this book for more than ten years, and I’m always finding new references, resonances, and refractions. They change as I change. The shades of meaning correspond to my age, the state of the world, the context of our times. After September 11, 2001, Robert Hunter, whose daughter lost a dear friend in the disaster in New York City, wrote movingly in his online journal about playing “Terrapin Station” and repeating the line “hold away despair” over and over again. So, even for their author, these words can capture new meaning as change arises in our lives and in our world.

Twenty years ago, I set out to discover who Crazy Otto was. That’s all, I swear. I didn’t mean to wind up annotating the entire body of lyrics. But Crazy Otto led to Billy Sunday. And then I started to wonder about the whole song, “Ramble On Rose.” Nonsense? Profundity? I submitted my annotated version of the song to Blair Jackson, hoping for publication in his magazine for Grateful Dead fans, Golden Road. He kindly but firmly refused me. I set the project aside, but then I started to wonder about Mr. Benson, from “Candyman.” Who was he? And what about “China Cat Sunflower?” Robert Hunter, in the interviews I could track down, dropped clues here and there about his songwriting, but he was absolute in his refusal to state, for the record, what any given song meant. This intrigued me. I felt that I had found a poet who acknowledged that meaning accrues as much according to individual readings, hearings, and perceptions as from the authority of the author. I made notes on piles of discarded catalog cards—a handy side product of the automation of library catalogs.

When the World Wide Web hit, in 1994 or so, I was working as a cataloger at the University of Colorado in Colorado Springs. I was an academic by default, in a tenure-track faculty position. I needed a research project, and it occurred to me that the web was wonderfully suited to literary annotation—as far as I know, The Annotated Grateful Dead Lyrics, the website I began, was the first use of hypertext to annotate any kind of literary text. I spent an ungodly number of hours putting the site together. The book you hold in your hands is the result, though perhaps not the end result. And while The Annotated Grateful Dead Lyrics website may have been the first of its kind, it certainly wasn’t the last, as other annotated-lyrics projects sprang up on the web, including sites for the lyrics of Van Morrison, the Beastie Boys, R.E.M., the Pogues, and Jethro Tull, among others.

Early on, I realized that the project was not mine alone. Over the past ten years, I’ve probably averaged five emails per day from people weighing in on the lyrics in one form or another. I began to incorporate these readers’ comments into the site. I started the ball rolling, and I’ve been running along after it ever since, trying to keep up. It’s hopeless. There are many more thoughts and theories out there than I can ever hope to capture or do justice to on the website. Many of them are included in this book, and they’ll continue to come. I hope the margins are big enough for readers to add their own notes.

My work area at home is itself an illustration of the nature of the process of compiling this book. Two shelves of books directly relating to the Grateful Dead are supplemented by stacks of books haphazardly piled on the floor, on the computer desk, and on any other available surface, including atop the two-volume compact edition of the Oxford English Dictionary. They include an edition of Hoyle’s Rules of Games, a United States gazetteer, books on native plants of California, Grzimek’s encyclopedia volumes relating to birds, dictionaries of phrases and allusions, quotation books, and an early edition of Hortus, the definitive reference on gardening. Several shelves of poetry are also near at hand, and across the room, piled on top of and beside my piano, are stacks of songbooks. It is a highly untidy library, but I know where everything is. From these sources I extract most of what I need for the annotations. It’s not a neat or straightforward process. I’ve also had to spend considerable time (in addition to my work time as a librarian) in actual libraries, and that has been a joy.

There are two guiding metaphors for the project: First, if you ever went to see the Grateful Dead at Winterland, you’ll remember the revolving mirrored ball hanging from the ceiling, which was turned on at high points in any given show. It scattered light around the room but never really illuminated anything. That’s one metaphor for the annotations: a mirror ball. The other is more of a notion than a metaphor: What if, when you started to read something, you came upon a reference or a phrase or a concept that you didn’t fully understand, and before you could continue, you had to go and read up on that? And if in reading the next thing, you again came across something new and unfamiliar, and you then had to research that before proceeding? Would you ever finish the first thing you started reading? Hypertext is like that to me. I fear for our ability to read in a sustained fashion any longer. We’re distractible. We jump around a lot on the Internet, and the neurological implications are probably greater than we realize. The upcoming generations may not be able to read in the way that our and earlier generations think of reading. That doesn’t mean they won’t be gaining knowledge and adding to the incremental increase of knowledge in coming generations—it’ll just be different.

So: My intent here is to allow for an expanded experience of the lyrics of the Grateful Dead, without providing interpretation. If there’s a reference to an old folk song, I want to provide some information about that song. You should be able to track down real people mentioned in the songs. Same with places. Occasionally, I’ll talk about a particular symbol, but that’s bordering on interpretation, so I don’t do that too much. The symbols that recur throughout the lyrics (roses, trains, cats, cards . . .) receive annotations as they come up, as needed.

What’s included? All of the original lyrics written for the Grateful Dead. A small subset of the traditional tunes and covers performed by the band are also included, because they play a large part in giving context to the other songs. I wish I could have included them all, but that would have proved impractical. Some songs are heavily annotated; some are not. I hope that the level of annotation is appropriate to each song—some simply don’t require elucidation.

We settled, after some deliberation, on the side-note style of annotation, which is a common and respected format. It’s also the style used in one of my own favorite examples of the art of the book, in San Francisco printer John Henry Nash’s edition of Dante’s Divine Comedy.

Working on the project with Alan Trist, the Grateful Dead’s publisher, has been a privilege and a pleasure. His long experience with the catalog, and his thoughtful editing, added a missing perspective. We had definite ideas on how the book should be presented, and I trust our vision comes through enough that you now hold in your hands a book for the ages. The lyrics, of course, varied at times from performance to performance, but the versions here may be considered “standard,” which means you might settle the occasional bar bet. Or not! Where brackets are found in the lyrics, we have been unable to be absolutely certain about the words, so you can fill them in yourself.

I don’t want it to go without saying that the words of Robert Hunter, John Barlow, and all the others who wrote lyrics for the Grateful Dead are the primary inspiration for this book: Thank you to all the wordsmiths. To the Grateful Dead, thanks for bringing this music to us all.

Elizabeth Stein and Dominick Anfuso of Free Press deserve special thanks for their almost unbelievable patience in working with what must have seemed at times like a herd of kitty-cats, any of whom might, at any given moment, show claws. Thank you, Sandy Choron, my agent, and her husband, Harry Choron, who designed the book. To my long-suffering colleagues at the Kraemer Family Library at the University of Colorado in Colorado Springs: Thank you, Rita Hug, Laurie Williams, and everyone else at UCCS. Professor Fred Lieberman of the University of California at Santa Cruz arranged for the website to be hosted by UCSC and has been a supporter of my work for a long time. Steve Silberman, who weighed in early and enthusiastically, gave me a big boost. Thanks to David Gans, Mary Eisenhart, and everyone at the WELL, especially those on the Deadlit and Deadsongs conferences. Thanks to Blair Jackson, whose work permeates these pages. Thank you to Robert Weiner, my co-author and friend, who published an early version of “The Annotated ‘Ramble on Rose’.” Thanks to Alex Allan, for his indispensable Lyric and Song-Finder website and for his frequent contributions to my own site. Mary Minow, lawyer and librarian extraordinaire, has provided counsel regarding permissions. Also, thanks to my friend Joe Cochrane, a reference librarian’s reference librarian, for his careful reading of this work in draft. (All errors are mine, though!) The staff of San Rafael’s Panama Hotel were very tolerant of our long sessions at their tables. Diana Spaulding, my wife, you make it all worthwhile.

—David Dodd

Petaluma, California

May 2005



Can’t Come Down

I’m flying down deserted streets

Wrapped in mother’s winding sheets

Asbestos boots on flaming feet

Dreaming of forbidden treats

When uniforms on nighttime beats

Ask me where I’m going and what I eat

I answer them with a voice so sweet

I can’t come down, it’s plain to see

I can’t come down, I’ve been set free

Who you are and what you do don’t make no difference to me

Well someone trying to tell me where it’s at

And how I do this and why I do that

With secret smiles like a Cheshire cat1

And leather wings like a vampire bat2

I fly away to my cold-water flat

And eat my way through a bowl of fat

And I say to the man with the funny hat

I can’t come down, it’s plain to see

I can’t come down, I’ve been set free

Who you are and what you do don’t make no difference to me

They say I’ve begun to lose my grip

My hold on reality is starting to slip

They tell me to get off this trip

They say that it’s like a sinking ship

Life’s sweet wine’s too warm to sip

And if I drink I’ll surely flip

I just say as I take a nip

I can’t come down, it’s plain to see

I can’t come down, I’ve been set free

Who you are and what you do don’t make no difference to me

So as I dream of forgotten seas

And granite halls and redwood trees

And of the eye that only sees

Endless mirrors and infinite me’s

About the winter’s coming freeze

This afterthought I say with ease

To all of you who made your pleas

I can’t come down, it’s plain to see

I can’t come down, I’ve been set free

Who you are and what you do don’t make no difference to me

Words by Jerry Garcia

Music by the Grateful Dead


1 cheshire cat


A reference to the Cheshire Cat of Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865): We first meet the Cheshire Cat in the Duchess’s kitchen. She is nursing a baby:

[image: Images]

The only two creatures in the kitchen, that did not sneeze, were the cook, and a large cat, which was lying on the hearth and grinning from ear to ear.

“Please would you tell me,” said Alice, a little timidly, for she was not quite sure whether it was good manners for her to speak first, “why your cat grins like that?”

“It’s a Cheshire Cat,” said the Duchess, “and that’s why.”

And a little later, she meets the cat again:

. . . when she was a little startled by seeing the Cheshire-Cat sitting on a bough of a tree a few yards off.

The Cat only grinned when it saw Alice. It looked good-natured, she thought: still it had very long claws and a great many teeth, so she felt that it ought to be treated with respect.

“Cheshire-Puss,” she began, rather timidly, as she did not at all know whether it would like the name: however, it only grinned a little wider. “Come, it’s pleased so far,” thought Alice, and she went on. “Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?”

“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,” said the Cat.

“I don’t much care where—” said Alice.

“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,” said the Cat.

“—so long as I get somewhere,” Alice added as an explanation.

And later,

“By-the-bye, what became of the baby?” [ed. note: See “What’s Become of the Baby?”] said the Cat. “I’d nearly forgotten to ask.”

“It turned into a pig,” Alice answered very quietly, just as if the Cat had come back in a natural way.

“I thought it would,” said the Cat, and vanished again.

The cat makes one more (partial) appearance, at the Queen’s croquet game. She orders him beheaded, but the executioner says he can’t behead the cat, since only the head is visible.

A footnote in the wonderful The Annotated Alice speculates on the origin of the Cheshire Cat:

“Grin like a Cheshire cat” was a common phrase in Carroll’s day. Its origin is not known. The two leading theories are: (1) A sign painter in Cheshire (the county, by the way, where Carroll was born) painted grinning lions on the signboards of inns in the area (see Notes and Queries, no. 130, April 24, 1852, p. 402), (2) Cheshire cheeses were at one time molded in the shape of a grinning cat (see Notes and Queries, no. 55, Nov. 16, 1850, p. 412). “This has a peculiar Carrollian appeal,” writes Dr. Phyllis Greenacre in her psychoanalytic study of Carroll, “as it provokes the fantasy that the cheesy cat may eat the rat that would eat the cheese.” The Cheshire Cat is not in the original manuscript, Alice’s Adventures Underground.1
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Other references to the Cheshire cat in Grateful Dead and related lyrics include “China Cat Sunflower” and “Down the Road,” with its image of Garcia disappearing in the sky, leaving just “a smile in empty space.”

The evocations brought out by the use of the word Cheshire include all the wonderful characters and situations of the Alice stories, which were widely evoked in rock lyrics of the late sixties, most notably in the Jefferson Airplane’s “White Rabbit.” A case could be made for the Beatles’ “I Am the Walrus” as well.


2 vampire bat


Bram Stoker’s classic 1897 horror tale, Dracula, is set in Transylvania and features an evil count who seems to have been based on the historical Vlad V of Wallachia, aka Vlad the Impaler. Count Dracula assumes the guise of a bat and sucks the blood of unsuspecting victims, who then in turn become vampires themselves.

From Lord George Gordon Byron’s 1813 The Giaour: A Fragment of a Turkish Tale:

But first on earth, as vampire sent,

Thy corse shall from its tomb be rent,

Then ghastly haunt thy native place

And suck the blood of all thy race.

Notes:

Studio recording: November 3, 1965. Played 1965–66, then dropped from the repertoire. Released in the box set So Many Roads.

First performance: The only live performance documented in DeadBase is from January 7, 1966, at the Matrix in San Francisco.

Bob Weir described the writing of the song in an interview: “Well, we wrote all the music and Jerry wrote the lyrics. Jerry excused himself for a moment and went off. He came back with a couple of verses and we put together a chorus.”



Caution (Do Not Stop on Tracks)

I went down one day

I went down to see a gypsy woman just one day, yes I did1

I wanna find out

What’s wrong with me and my baby

We ain’t been getting down like we used to do

I mean it’s pretty good now

But there was a time when it didn’t work out too well

I went down to see this gypsy woman, you understand

And I told her my story

I told her what was going on

And she turned to me and she said

All you need

All you gotta have

Just a touch, that’s all you gotta have

Just a touch of mojo hand2

And it feels pretty good

Words and music by Ron McKernan


1 gypsy woman


A reference to a fortune-teller or to a traditional healer who is a member of the people known as the Rom. Still a people of mystery to the gaje (“outsiders”), they take care to preserve their closed society from outside scrutiny. They have traditionally occupied positions at the fringes of Western society, as fortune-tellers, tinkers, musicians, animal trainers, etc.
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2 mojo hand


The title of a song recorded by Lightnin’ Hopkins.

Mojo is magic—the ability to cast spells, probably deriving from the Gullah dialect, in which moco means “witchcraft” or “magic.” Lucky hand is a synonym for mojo, and mojo is also a slang term for morphine.

According to Hoodoo—Conjuration—Witchcraft—Rootwork: Beliefs Accepted by Many Negroes and White Persons, These Being Orally Recorded Among Blacks and Whites by Harry Middleton Hyatt (Hannibal, Mo.: Alma Egan Hyatt Foundation, 1970):

A hand is a magic helper, an object or act, which aids a person in obtaining a desire. Hand has other names, among them—toby, guide, shield, roots, mojo, jomo (transposition of syllables in mojo), and hoodoo bag.


Notes:


Studio recording: Anthem of the Sun (July 18, 1968).

First known performance: November 3, 1965, at Mother’s in San Francisco.

Pigpen’s improvisatory style made for many variations on the lyrics.
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This version is the one performed on Anthem of the Sun.

From Phil Lesh’s autobiography:

At one point, we were standing out there, entranced by the rhythm of the wheels clickety-clacking over the welds in the rails; Billy and I looked at each other and just knew—we simultaneously burst out, “We can play this!” “This” later turned into “Caution (Do Not Stop on Tracks),” one of our simplest yet farthest-reaching musical explorations. Based on the train rhythm, it had only one chord and was played at a blistering tempo. . . . 95



Mindbender

If I could only be less blind

If only I knew what to find,

Everywhere and all of the time—

It’s bending my mind.1

Confusion’s prince is at my door.

The crown I wear’s the one he wore

He’s here to bring me down some more

And bend my mind.

The friendly stranger called my name

He only wants me for his game

But it don’t matter, just the same

I’ll bend his mind.

I’ve waved my flags into the sun

I’ve fought my wars, and now they’re won

And I don’t need nobody’s gun

I bent their mind.

If I could only be less blind

If only I knew what to find,

Everywhere and all of the time—

It’s bending my mind

Words and music by Jerry Garcia and Phil Lesh


1 it’s bending my mind


See the line “His mind remained unbended” in “That’s It for the Other One.”

Notes:

Studio recording: November 3, 1965, recording released on The Birth of the Dead, as part of The Golden Road box set.

First documented performance: January 7, 1966, at the Matrix in San Francisco. The only other known performance was on February 23, 1966, at an unknown location.



The Only Time Is Now

Oh I know there is no place you can go to

And I know you don’t know anyone at all

So come walking in the sun with me my little one

And remember that the only time is now

Well strange is the story your eyes tell me

And quiet all the few words that you say

So come and hold my hand, for you see I’d understand

And remember that the only time is now

Oh I come to you a ragged laughing stranger

And you come to me an angel of the night

So I’ll dance and we will sing, for it doesn’t mean a thing

To remember that the only time is now

So forget about your yesterdays of sorrow

And forget about the darkness you have seen

For there’s only you and me at the edge of an endless sea

And remember that the only time is now

Words by Jerry Garcia

Music by the Grateful Dead

Notes:

Studio recording: November 3, 1965. Released on The Golden Road box set. Sung by Lesh.

Only documented performance: January 7, 1966, at the Matrix in San Francisco.



Cold Rain and Snow

Well she’s coming down the stairs, combing back her yellow hair

And I ain’t gonna be treated this-a-way This-a-way

And I ain’t gonna be treated this-a-way

Well she went up to her room and she sang a fateful tune

And I’m going where those chilly winds don’t blow

Winds don’t blow

And I’m going where those chilly winds don’t blow

Well I married me a wife, she’s been trouble all my life

Run me out in the cold rain and snow

Rain and snow

Run me out in the cold rain and snow

Words and music: traditional

Arranged by the Grateful Dead

Notes:

Studio recording: Grateful Dead (March 17, 1967).

First documented performance: February 23, 1966, location unknown. The song became a staple of the repertoire thereafter.

This tune comes from the Eastern-mountain music tradition, most likely the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina or Virginia. Rarely recorded, this white blues has long been popular among old-timey music groups. Pegging an “original” version is impossible, since it dates back (at least) to the nineteenth century and is “folk” music in the truest sense. Perhaps the best-known recording of the tune among country aficionados is one by Obray Ramsey on his Obray Ramsey Sings Folksong from Three Laurels. (Jackson: Goin’ Down the Road) 94



I Know You Rider

I know you rider, gonna miss me when I’m gone

I know you rider, gonna miss me when I’m gone

Gonna miss your baby, from rolling in your arms

Lay down last night, Lord, I could not take my rest

Lay down last night, Lord, I could not take my rest

My mind was wandering like the wild geese in the West

The sun will shine in my back door some day

The sun will shine in my back door some day

March winds will blow all my troubles away

I wish I was a headlight on a north-bound train1

I wish I was a headlight on a north-bound train

I’d shine my light through the cool Colorado rain

I know you rider, gonna miss me when I’m gone

I know you rider, gonna miss me when I’m gone

Gonna miss your baby, from rolling in your arms

I know you rider, gonna miss me when I’m gone

I know you rider, gonna miss me when I’m gone

Gonna miss your baby, from rolling in your arms

Words and music: traditional

Arranged by the Grateful Dead


1 I wish I was a headlight . . .


Garcia’s portrait is included as the headlight on a train on the album cover of his solo work Reflections.

[image: Images]

Notes:

Recording: Europe ’72 (November 1972).

Performances: Played from very early days onward and usually paired with “China Cat Sunflower.”

This traditional black song has been passed around in different versions (with different verses added and subtracted) for over a century, though it has been recorded relatively few times. The term rider comes up often in early blues, usually to talk about a woman, but in this case the song is popularly sung from each gender’s perspective. One example of a verse from a woman’s point of view: “Lovin’ you, baby, just as easy as rollin’ off a log / But if I can’t be your woman / I sure ain’t gonna be your dog.” The Dead used to sing a verse (pre-1971) that included a few key words from the above—“I’d rather drink muddy water, sleep in a hollow log / Than stay here in Frisco, be treated like a dog.”

According to Bruce Jackson, author of Wake Up Dead Man, a book about early Texas prison songs, rider was also slang for the guards on horseback who would supervise prison laborers. The term found its way into some prison blues, almost as a code word that the guards wouldn’t understand. (Jackson. Goin’ Down the Road) 94



You See a Broken Heart

You see a broken heart

My baby’s ’bout to set me free

I said look, look, look at me

I said what, what, what do you see

I said look, look, look at me

I said what, what, what do you see

You see a broken heart

My baby’s ’bout to set me free

I got tears, tears, tears in my eyes

And I got pain, pain, pain in my heart

I got tears, tears, tears in my eyes

And I got pain, pain, pain in my heart

You see a broken heart

My baby’s ’bout to set me free

Well just a little bit softer now

Well just a little bit softer now

Well just a little bit louder now

Words and music by Ron McKernan

Notes:

Recording: Released on Rare Cuts and Oddities, 1966 (2005).

Only known performance thought to have been March 12, 1966, at the Danish Center in Los Angeles.



Beat It On Down the Line

Well this job I got is just a little too hard

Running out of money, Lord, I need more pay

I’m gonna wake up in the morning, Lord

I’m gonna pack up my bags

I’m gonna beat it on down the line

Goin’ down the line (goin’ down the line)

Goin’ down the line (goin’ down the line)

Goin’ down the line (goin’ down the line)

Goin’ down the line (goin’ down the line)

Goin’ down the line (goin’ down the line)

Goin’ down the line (goin’ down the line)

Beat it on down the line

Yes and I’ll be waiting at the station, Lord, when that train pulls on by

I’m going back where I belong

Yes and I’m goin’ north to my same old used to be

Down in Joe Brown’s coal mine1

Coal mine (coal mine)

Coal mine (coal mine)

Coal mine (coal mine)

Coal mine (coal mine)

Coal mine (coal mine)

Coal mine (coal mine)

Down in Joe Brown’s coal mine

Yes I’m goin’ back to that shack way across the railroad track

That’s where I think I belong

Yes I got a sweet woman, Lord, she’s waiting there for me

That’s where I’m gonna make my happy home

Happy home (happy home)

Happy home (happy home)

Happy home (happy home)

Happy home (happy home)

Happy home (happy home)

Happy home (happy home)

That’s where I’m gonna make my happy home

Words and music by Jesse Fuller


1 joe brown’s coal mine


Also mentioned in Joshua “Peg Leg” Howell’s (1888–1966) 1929 song “Rolling Mill Blues” (which is a version of “Corinne”) and in some versions of the traditional tune “In the Pines.”

Joseph Emerson Brown (1821–1894), elected four times as governor of Georgia, was president of the Dade Coal Company, which had extensive coalmine holdings in that state.

Notes:

Studio recording: Grateful Dead (March 17, 1967).

First documented performance: March 12, 1966, at the Danish Center, Los Angeles. A steady number in the repertoire thereafter.

A feature of this tune in concert was the drum-beat introduction and the fact that the number of beats would vary from concert to concert. The particular meaning of the number of beats is not always obvious; it often matches the day of the month. The most beats on record is forty-two, in honor of Mickey Hart’s forty-second birthday, while some versions omit the intro beats entirely. (Jackson, Randy)

The original recording of this one appears on a 1961 album called The Lone Cat by the song’s author, Jesse Fuller. Fuller was a fixture on the Bay Area blues scene for many years, and the Dead were familiar with his records and local live performances.

Born into extreme poverty in Jonesboro, Georgia, in 1896, Fuller never really knew his natural parents. He was instead brought up by a couple who treated him “worse than a dog,” until he managed to get out of the house at age nine and work as a cow grazer outside of Atlanta. Throughout his teens, he worked for next to nothing in a lumber camp. He went west in the early twenties, taking odd jobs and singing along the way. After a stay of several years in Los Angeles (he ran a hot dog stand inside the United Artists film lot and even appeared as an extra in a few films), he moved to Oakland, where he lived until he died in 1976. During those decades, he worked variously as a laborer for the Southern Pacific Railroad (hence the train imagery that fills so many of his songs), a shipbuilder, and a farm laborer. He was “discovered” in the mid-fifties, playing in Bay Area clubs and bars, and recorded his first record in 1955. Never particularly well-known, Fuller was nonetheless a fine songwriter and interpreter whose songs vividly speak of a life of hard times and hard work while still exhibiting great spirit and even humor.

An interesting aspect of his talent (and Weir even alludes to this before the May 5, 1970, version of Fuller’s “The Monkey and the Engineer”) was that he made some of his own musical instruments, including a huge stand-up bass, called a fotdella, which he would play with his right foot in solo performances. (Jackson: Goin’ Down the Road) 94



You Don’t Have to Ask

If you wanna know what time it is, you don’t have to ask

If you wanna know what hers and his is, you don’t have to ask

If you wanna know what’s real or not, you don’t have to ask

Chorus:

If you wanna know where to find your spot, you don’t have to ask You don’t have to ask

You don’t have to ask

You already know

You already know

If you wanna leave your troubles behind, you don’t have to ask

If you wanna go away and lose your mind, you don’t have to ask

If it’s peace that you’re looking for

You got the key to every door, you already know1

If there’s a way out you’ll find out and see all and be all

You’ll never wonder what spell you been under

To make you forget all this time

If you’re looking for the way, you don’t have to ask

You can see it plain as day, you don’t have to ask

(Chorus)

Words and music by the Grateful Dead


1 key to every door


Presages the line in “Unbroken Chain”: “They’re telling me forgiveness is the key to every door.”

Notes:

First known performance: March 25, 1966, at Trouper’s Club in Los Angeles. The song was played a few times during 1966, then dropped. The version on The Golden Road box set is from July 16, 1966, at the Fillmore in San Francisco.



Cream Puff War1


No, no, she can’t take your mind and leave

I know it’s just another trick she’s got up her sleeve

I can’t believe that she really wants you to die

After all, it’s more than enough to pay for your lie

Wait a minute, watch what you’re doing with your time

All the endless ruins of the past must stay behind, yeah

Well, can’t you see that you’re killing each other’s soul

You’re both out in the streets and you got no place to go

Your constant battles are getting to be a bore

So go somewhere else and continue your cream puff war

Wait a minute, watch what you’re doing with your time

All the endless ruins of the past must stay behind, yeah

Words and music by Jerry Garcia


1 cream puff


John Kessler, food critic of the Denver Post, writes eloquently of the cream puff:

[image: Images]

Cream-puff dough is a near-magical melange of flour, butter, water, and eggs combined in just the right way so that it stretches, bubbles, puffs, and eventually hollows out in the oven. Steam is the only leavening. Once your puffs cool, they turn dry and brittle and can be kept at room temperature until they’re ready to use. You can fill them with pastry cream and sprinkle the tops with powdered sugar for the classic preparation. Or you can get creative and throw in some fresh fruit, chocolate mousse, or sweetened cream cheese.

Here is his recipe for the basic cream puff, which he characterizes as one of the "classic recipes on which our traditions are based."

1 cup water

1/2 cup unsalted butter

1 cup all-purpose flour

pinch salt

4 eggs

Preheat oven to 375 degrees.

Place water and butter in saucepan. Heat over medium flame until water boils and butter is completely melted. Mix the flour and salt and add dry ingredients all at once. Stir until the dough forms a ball in the center of the pan. Remove from heat. Let stand 5 minutes.

Add one egg and beat with electric beaters set on medium speed until smooth and glossy, about 1 minute. Add the other eggs, one at a time, beating until just blended. Avoid overbeating the dough.

If desired, place in a pastry bag fitted with a large, plain tip. Drop by heaping tablespoonfuls or pipe onto ungreased baking sheet, about 2 inches apart. Bake 40 minutes or until there are no beads of moisture on puffs. Cool. Cut off tops, fill as desired. 97

Notes:

Studio recording: Grateful Dead (March 17, 1967).

First documented performance: May 19, 1966, at the Avalon Ballroom in San Francisco. It was dropped from the repertoire after March 1967.



Tastebud

Well it was early in the morning

When my blues come falling down

I want to tell you, it was early in the morning now

When my blues come falling down1

Well you know, you know, it felt so, so bad

When my baby, yeah, she’s been around

Whoa it was but a while after midnight

When the rooster crowed for day

Whoa it was but a while after midnight

When that rooster began to crow for day2

Well I been mistreating my baby

That’s about a crime that I need to pay

Come back baby

Whoa, please don’t go

I said come back baby

Come on darling, please don’t go

Well you know the way I love you rider

More than you ever know

Yes Lord, please stop her

I won’t get drunk no more

Whoa Lord, please stop her now

I want to tell you that I won’t get drunk no more

Well you know she put me out in the morning

She drive this poor boy from her door

[The 1967 studio version differed substantively:]

Woke up way after midnight, people

Just a little while, a little while before day

I could find no satisfaction

Turned on my pillow to where my baby lay

I remembered I was in a strange old town then

My sweet little angel she’s so far away

Now I ain’t got no friends here

Ain’t got no, no good place to go

All my friends are back home

And I can’t, I can’t go there no more

You know I done just a little bit wrong

And I can’t go back no more

Take me back baby

I can’t help it if I need you so

Well I’ve been a bad man darling

But I won’t, I won’t get drunk no more

But if you did not did like you do

Baby I wouldn’t have had to go

I’m coming back baby, baby I’m coming home

I’m coming back baby, baby I’m coming home

The way I love you darling

You’ve got to, got to know

Words and music by Ron McKernan


1 blues come falling down


Compare the 1937 Robert Johnson song, “Hellhound on My Trail”:

[image: Images]

Mmm, blues falling down like hail, blues falling down like hail

And the day keeps on remindin’ me, there’s a hellhound on my trail


2 Whoa it was but a while after midnight / When the rooster crowed for day


Compare line from “The Music Never Stopped”: “Crazy rooster crowin’ midnight.”

American weather folklore has a couple of sayings along these lines:

When the rooster crows at night,

He tells you that a rain’s in sight.

Cockcrow before two in the morning

Of two days wet it is a warning.

Notes:

Studio recording: June 1966 recording included on The Birth of the Dead in The Golden Road box set, 1967 studio version included as bonus track for remastered Grateful Dead, also included on The Golden Road.

First documented performance: May 19, 1966, at the Avalon Ballroom in San Francisco. One other performance exists on tape.



New, New Minglewood Blues

I was born in a desert, raised in a lion’s den

I was born in a desert, raised in a lion’s den

And my number one occupation is stealing women from their men

Well I’m a wanted man in Texas, busted jail and I’m gone for good

Well I’m a wanted man in Texas, busted jail and I’m gone for good

Well the sheriff couldn’t catch me

But his little girl sure wished she would

Yes and the doctor call me crazy, some says I am some says I ain’t

Yes and the doctor call me crazy, some says I am some says I ain’t

The preacher man call me a sinner, but his little girl call me a saint

Well a couple of shots of whiskey, women ’round here start lookin’ good

Well a couple of shots of whiskey, women ’round here start lookin’ good

Couple more shots of whiskey, I’m goin’ back to Minglewood1

It’s T for Texas, yes and it’s T for Timbuktu2

It’s T for Texas, yes and it’s T for Timbuktu3

Yes and it’s T for __________

Where the little girls know what to do

Words and music by Noah Lewis

Arranged by the Grateful Dead


1 minglewood


“New Minglewood Blues” was originally written about a company mill village, Menglewood, Tennessee (built by the Menglewood Box Company). As a company town, it was wild and wide open with whiskey, women, and gambling. Menglewood is located about seventy-eight miles north of Memphis, Tennessee, alongside the Obion River, which is in the Mississippi River floodplain.


2 Timbuktu


An ancient city in the African country of Mali. Historically important as a stop on the trans-Saharan caravan route, it was founded about 1100 A.D. It was an intellectual and spiritual center for Islam through the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

[image: Images]

It serves as a stand-in name for any far-off place in the middle of nowhere.


3 T for


Weir would insert the name of the city in which the band was playing at any given concert, whether or not it actually started with T.

[image: Images]

Notes:

Studio recording: as “New New Minglewood Blues” on Grateful Dead (March 17, 1967); as “All New Minglewood Blues” on Shakedown Street (November 15, 1978).

First documented performance: May 19, 1966, at the Avalon Ballroom in San Francisco. It was in the repertoire thereafter.

Here’s a great example of a song that has been passed from player to player through the years and changed so much that it bears almost no relation to its original antecedent, a song called “Minglewood Blues” that was recorded in January 1928 by a black group called Cannon’s Jug Stompers. Consisting of banjo and jug player Gus Cannon, guitarist Ashley Thompson, and harmonica player Noah Lewis, the Jug Stompers was one of a number of popular black jug bands that sprang up in the mid-South (particularly Memphis) between approximately 1915 and the beginning of the Depression. “Minglewood Blues” was written primarily by Lewis, who is also credited as the primary writer of “Viola Lee Blues,” which was recorded about nine months after the session that yielded both “Minglewood Blues” and another staple of the Dead’s, “Big Railroad Blues.”

Strangely enough, though, “Minglewood Blues” is not at all similar to the Dead’s “Minglewood.” For the germ of the Dead’s song, we have to jump forward two years to 1930 and a song by the Noah Lewis Jug Band (yes, Noah went solo!) called “New Minglewood Blues” (which can be found on a Origin Jazz LP called The Great Jug Bands). The first verse is virtually identical to the one Weir sings, but after that the song is largely dissimilar lyrically. Clearly the doubling of the word new in the Dead’s version is a clever joke on Lewis’s own update of his tune. Weir, who rearranged it (twice) for the Dead, has taken substantial liberties with the song, which, though seldom recorded, was popular among jug bands during an early-sixties revival.

And what exactly is Minglewood? Well, according to noted Memphis blues authority Bengt Olson, who interviewed old-timers from the early Memphis jug and blues scene, Minglewood was a sawmill/box factory in Ashport, Tennessee, north of Memphis; it was torn down in the early fifties. Noah Lewis and Eddie Green (who played guitar with Lewis for a brief period) were both employees at the Minglewood factory; Minglewood also became the name for the small region near the factory. (Jackson: Goin’ Down the Road) 94



Don’t Ease Me In

Don’t ease, don’t ease

Don’t ease me in

I’ve been all night long coming home

Don’t ease me in

I was standing at the corner

Talking to Miss Brown

Well I turned around, sweet mama

She was way ’cross town

So I’m walking down the street

With a dollar in my hand

I’ve been looking for a woman, sweet mama

Ain’t got no man

Don’t ease, don’t ease

Don’t ease me in

I’ve been all night long coming home

Don’t ease me in

The girl I love

She’s sweet and true

You know the dress she wears, sweet mama

It’s pink and blue

She brings me coffee

You know she brings me tea

She brings ’bout every damn thing

But the jailhouse key

Don’t ease, don’t ease

Don’t ease me in

I’ve been all night long coming home

Don’t ease me in

Words and music: traditional

Notes:

Studio recording: Go to Heaven (April 28, 1980).

First documented performance: July 16, 1966, at the Fillmore Auditorium in San Francisco. A steady number in the repertoire thereafter.

Yet another popular folk and jug band number in the late fifties and early sixties, “Don’t Ease Me In” was originally recorded in the late twenties by Henry Thomas, who generally traveled under his hobo moniker, Ragtime Texas. The child of slaves, Thomas lived in East Texas and worked on the Texas-Pacific Railroad. He was middle-aged when he made his only recordings, which have been compiled on several anthologies.

The Dead’s version is fairly similar to Thomas’s, though Thomas’s vocal is more plaintive, almost sounding like Hank Williams (whom he predated, of course). One lyric difference that’s worth noting arose, no doubt, from the song being passed down through the years by players who either didn’t understand the original lyrics or chose to make them less specific. On Thomas’s original recording of the song’s chorus, for instance, he sings: “Don’t ease, don’t you ease / Ah, don’t ease me in / It’s a long night, Cunningham, don’t ease me in.” The Cunningham in the song was a well-known Texas businessman of the era who would lease convicts to work his sugarcane fields along the Brazos River. According to Mac McCormick’s biography of Thomas on the liner notes of a Herwin Records album by Thomas, “Don’t Ease Me In” was often heard along the Brazos in various local prison farms. I confess to mild bafflement on what the actual phrase “Don’t ease me in” means in the context of the song, but a 1929 song called “Easin’ In” by Texas blues singer Bobby Cadillac clearly has some sort of sexual implication. (Jackson: Goin’ Down the Road) 94



Cardboard Cowboy

When the cardboard cowboy dreams and his cornucopia

Opens up the sky and blows my mind to the corners of

[Far in bar rent shine] running beneath high trembling dove

Leaving me transfixed and raving in the wake of the hammer blow

On my way out of town I stumbled on the shards of a hungry [scream]

And further up into the backdoor circle, where the [power and crystal sea]

[Could this go rise by all allow ——] on the strength of an anguished sigh

And a paranoid reentry blanket flies sleeping on a slingshot ride

As my patchwork [world/quilt] unravels, I ramble yes too high

[From the looping antrobus with his magic meant so high]1

Shining out a masquerade from dawn to alpha plus

Watching mashed potatoes dribble in the heat of reality’s earth

[For the intro doom from] running to him

It wasn’t ever so

Turns the wall into the sky above me, there is no place to run

Words and music by Phil Lesh


1 Antrobus


A township in Cheshire County, England. See note under “Can’t Come Down” for more discussion of Cheshire and its cat.

[image: Images]

Notes:

No official recordings. Studio recording released as part of a bonus CD with Phil Lesh’s autobiography, Seaching for the Sound (2005).

First of only two documented performances: July 17, 1966, at the Fillmore Auditorium in San Francisco.

This song is usually known as “Cardboard Cowboy” or “No Left Turn Unstoned” (named after a sign in front of Ken Kesey’s old house in La Honda, California, which featured the phrase that was coined by Prankster Paul Foster). Weir introduced it as “No Left Turn Unstoned” in the show on July 29, 1966. Lesh, in a spoken introduction to the release on the bonus CD noted above, stated that they actually called the song “The Monster” because it was “big and ugly and hard to play.” The cover for the bonus CD lists the song as “Cardboard Cowboy.” Hence its title above.

In an interview, Lesh was asked whether he had written any lyrics before writing “Childhood’s End”:

Only once, but this [Childhood’s End] came out a lot better than that one [which was] “No Left Turn Unstoned.” [Laughs] It was a truly awful song I wrote for the Grateful Dead during the Matrix era—I think it was ’67, maybe ’68. It’s on a couple of tapes, I think. It’s so God-awful I can’t even listen to it to find out what it was like. [Laughs] 2

The David Nelson Band song “Fable of a Chosen One” contains the phrase “no left turn unstoned.”

Perhaps worth noting is the huge preponderance of NO LEFT TURN signs throughout San Francisco. Sometimes you just have to turn right three times in a row in order to effect a left turn.
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