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Praise for Got a Revolution!



“Mr. Tamarkin’s book manages to be both encyclopedic in its scope and beautifully rhapsodic in its evocation of an era, and of a community. It brings to life, and captures for posterity, a wild and wonderful time in San Francisco, and a few of the colorful characters who embodied that time and place.”

—San Francisco Mayor Willie L. Brown, Jr.

“One of the great critical misnomers about San Francisco music in the ’60s and after has been that the bands were essentially similar. Got a Revolution! richly documents the ways in which bands like the Airplane and, say, the Grateful Dead, could be friends and comrades—and as different as could be; hey, the Airplane could sing! It is a terrific book, a great job of research on a fascinating group of artists, and a compelling read.”

—Dennis McNally, A Long Strange Trip/The Inside History of the Grateful Dead

“There’s a cliché about how certain rock publications induce the reader to immediately head for the record racks and once more indulge in the described music. But, cliché or not, Got a Revolution! is the kind of book that achieves exactly that aim. It’s a superb (and hefty) chunk of writing that documents every twist and turn in the ever-evolving life of a great American band—the basis not just for an engrossing TV documentary but for a whole damn series. The amazing thing is that Jeff Tamarkin delivers nothing but the truth. Hollywood scriptwriters could hardly come up with anything so attention-grabbing. Now excuse me while I replay Jefferson Airplane Takes Off and Surrealistic Pillow for the first time in years. Damn Tamarkin, he’s got me hooked!”

—Fred Dellar, Mojo

“A definitive history of the San Francisco band… a thorough and colorful account.”

—Steve Hochman, Los Angeles Times

“Tamarkin fills a yawning gap in rock literature by giving the Airplane its due.”

—Library Journal

“Alternately poignant, inspiring, thought-provoking, and exasperating (not unlike the Airplane members themselves), part biography, part cultural history, part discography, and part celebrity dish, the book is a fascinating read.”

—Mary Eisenhart, San Francisco Chronicle

“The battle of the band—in all its gory detail…. Tamarkin tells it like it was, blow by blow.”

—Joel Selvin, San Francisco Chronicle
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For Caroline and Max

“With you standing here I could tell the world what it means to love.”

—Marty Balin and Paul Kantner, “Today”






“Music is the weapon of the future.”

—Fela Kuti
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FOREWORD by Jann Wenner, editor and publisher of Rolling Stone


IN 1967 THE GREATEST ROCK AND ROLL CITY in America was San Francisco. And the most exciting and successful rock and roll band in San Francisco and the country was Jefferson Airplane. With their electrifying live shows and two great anthems of that euphoric summer, “Somebody to Love” and “White Rabbit,” Marty Balin, Grace Slick, Paul Kantner, Jorma Kaukonen, Jack Casady and Spencer Dryden—the classic Airplane lineup—were both architects and messengers of the psychedelic age, a liberation of mind and body that profoundly changed American art, politics and spirituality. It was a renaissance that could only have been born in San Francisco, and the Airplane, more than any other band in town, spread the good news nationwide.

The Airplane were the perfect missionaries. Casady’s opening bass lick in “White Rabbit,” Kaukonen’s searing guitar solo in “Somebody to Love” and the breathtaking voices of Balin, Slick and Kantner evoked everything that was magical about San Francisco—the poster art and light shows; the hallucinatory joy of a night on the Fillmore dance floor; the spirit of camaraderie and radiant change. In their musical influences and personal histories, the band members also embodied the roots and contradictions of their birthplace. Balin was the working-class romantic with the heartbreaking voice, Kantner was a refugee of Jesuit schooling, rescued by folk music and Beat culture; Kaukonen and Casady came from serious educations in blues and R&B. And Slick was an icon of cool and fight, a product of prep school and upper-class privilege who brought style, biting wit and incomparable singing to the revolution.

Together they were unbeatable. In a city full of amazing bands, the Airplane were Stars, outshining the Charlatans, Quicksilver Messenger Service and, for a long while, the Grateful Dead. The Airplane house at 2400 Fulton Street was the big hang, the local capital of hippie luxury. But for the Airplane, success was also a soapbox, and the Billboard charts were the front lines. Inside the commercial thrust of the band’s records was a rebellious heart, a frank running commentary on drugs, sex and democracy unlike anything else on Top 40 or even underground FM radio. And in the midst of the hits and indulgence, the Airplane scored the most important victory of all: They survived, first as Jefferson Starship in the 1970s, today as legends, one of the most important and inspiring bands in rock.

The Airplane were also Rolling Stone’s flagship band: We emerged together in San Francisco and built our work and art on similar dreams. The band’s manager, Bill Thompson, came from the world of journalism, and it was Bill who first got Ralph J. Gleason to see the Airplane at the Matrix and write about them in the San Francisco Chronicle. At the same time Ralph and I conceived and founded Rolling Stone, I saw the band in every club and dance hall in the city, in Golden Gate Park and at people’s houses. The Airplane appeared on the front page of Rolling Stone’s debut issue, November 9, 1967, in a news flash on the making of After Bathing at Baxter’s. They were featured on the cover four times—twice as the Airplane, twice as the Starship—and we reviewed and reported on their music and lives the entire way: the albums, the drug busts, the censorship battles with RCA Records.

To this day, when I hear “Somebody to Love” and “White Rabbit,” I go back to the ecstasy and energy of 1967, when the whole world was about to change and San Francisco was the nexus of hope. We at Rolling Stone were proud to be the Airplane’s voice in print, because they were our voice to America. This is their story.






INTRODUCTION by Paul Kantner



Forward

…as always

Paul Kantner here

San Francisco calling

So what are you lookin’ at?

What are you lookin’ for?

The secrets

The reasons

The joy of the path?

Nearly most anyone can learn how to play music

Fewer can discern the why

It helps to have Pete Seeger and the Weavers in your (my) distant past

as Reverend Gary Davis was in Jorma’s

or as Betty Grable was in Grace’s

Why San Francisco?

Why Jefferson Airplane?

divine guidance

destiny

fortuitous circumstance

or just another bozo on the bus???

Beyond all that, I just call it random factors

seeming events, unplanned, unexpected and, most importantly, unprepared for

can’t predict them, plan for them, or even know how to deal with them

beyond your capabilities

a vortex

In our time ’twas things like (in no particular order):

Rock & Roll

Little Richard—THE King!—and Jerry Lee, Chuck Berry, Bill Haley, James Dean. Brando’s Wild One

And then, the Beatles and Stones, et al., in music

the advent and escape of LSD into the culture

marijuana for white children

peyote, mescaline, et al.

the birth control pill… leading directly to:

the sexual revolution (there goes the neighborhood)

the civil rights movement (ditto)

the atomic bomb

the ban the bomb movement… leading to

the peace movement

the Beats

modern jazz (Miles, Coltrane, Roland Kirk…)

good Communists—Pete Seeger, et al.

JFK

The JFK murder and the aftermath

Martin Luther King

RFK

(that dulled the sheen of America and only served to define the path—Nixon, Hoover, early Goldwater, blah blah blah)

… getting my drift?

All that swirl of events and factors led to one fuckingly cool decade, didn’t it, my brothers and oh my sisters?

Random factors!!!

For me, it was the Kennedy aftermath that really shut the door on that world that had existed before. There was no further reason to hold hope in those people, those values, that plan.

An entire alternate quantum was necessary.

And all the rules died.

And into this world was born

Jefferson Airplane

Thank god

for me, anyway…

Don’t get me wrong. Our new parallel universe in San Francisco in nineteen-sixty-something did not become a world couched in hate, or rejection or soapbox ranting, but a world involved in creating a new and different realm for ourselves… naive, hopeful, a children’s crusade, if you will…

and a world in which we were for things, not necessarily against things. We succeeded in creating a place that, for a brief, shining moment, embodied all that we had been taught to hold dear.

Built on the truths of the lessons we were taught, and learned (!), in those god-awful civics classes:

truth, beauty, justice (!) and the American way

equality before all the sky

And dedicated to the proposition that all men were created equal, and were destined for a place where life, liberty and, particularly, the pursuit of fucking happiness were definable and achievable goals.

And fuck all the rest of you and your terribly outdated, illogical and, most importantly, untruthful ways.

And it worked for a while, didn’t it?

showed that it was possible?

And some of those thought patterns continue today

ripples felt well into this next century

The Sierra Club mentalities

Amnesty International

the ACLU thought streams

Jefferson Airplane was a mirror of its time

madmen in a time that demanded madmen

a catalog of the highs and lows

a reflection of the quantum

Shining, I like to think, in its own peculiar way

And that’s what they rarely see or write about or televise or film effectively in their endless analyses of “the sixties,” San Francisco and those particular years. Mostly they will focus on the drug overdoses, the chaos and anarchy, the “breakdown.” Nobody concentrates on the uplift, the freedom, the passion, the unbridled joy and ecstasies of the era, well beyond the mere sex, drugs and rock and roll.

San Francisco

49 square miles surrounded entirely

by reality

Know what I mean?

And now, we live

we go on

we still explore

the why of making music

The future is about nerve

Those who have it

Those who don’t.

Over & out

Battle Stations!…

con amor

Paul

San Francisco








PROLOGUE HALFWAY DOWN THE STAIRS IS A STAIR


IN AKIRA KUROSAWA’S 1950 JAPANESE FILM CLASSIC Rashomon, four strangers are discussing a rape and murder. Each agrees that brutal crimes have been committed, but that’s about all they can agree on. The seductive film’s strength is that it presents each side of the story in a completely plausible way, so that the viewer comes away unsure which of the versions presented is the truth—if any.

Like Rashomon, the story of Jefferson Airplane, the band’s Paul Kantner has astutely postulated, is also one of many truths. There’s a cliché these days, “If you can remember the ’60s, you weren’t there.” It’s a wisecrack intended to imply that denizens of that era were so zonked-out that their craniums have been reduced to space dust. But that’s not the case here; the former members of Jefferson Airplane were there all right, and they do remember the ’60s. Yet each has such a distinctive personality and outlook on life, and the ’60s was such a kaleidoscopic whirl, that, despite being in the same band, no two of them experienced the Airplane years the same way.

As in Rashomon, reality here is a composite—or a close approximation of one—that materializes when all of the jagged pieces of the jigsaw puzzle are locked into place. Through interviews, extensive research, common sense and process of elimination, an epic tale slowly—and incredibly—emerges.

Jefferson Airplane was comprised of highly creative, forward-thinking individuals who, by happenstance, found themselves involved in one another’s lives at the vortex of the ’60s. Breaking down barriers, challenging authority and oneself, walking on the edge of society’s rules—it was a way of life not only for the Airplane but for a generation. A genuine youth movement was unfolding, something that had never before occurred. Whether the young—led by the cutting-edge rock bands of the day—were going to change the world was never the question in the ’60s, only how.

Today we may snicker at the naivete of such sentiments, an honest belief that rock musicians who sometimes had trouble finding their own feet could somehow make a serious dent on global politics and basic human consciousness. But perhaps the notion isn’t as nutty as it seems in this revisionist, jaded age. More was accomplished than some care to admit. A revolution did occur, even if most of its skirmishes involved ideas and words rather than weapons and bloodshed.

For San Francisco’s Jefferson Airplane, music was the vehicle toward change. They celebrated freedom, growth, searching, risk taking, adventure, independence, open-mindedness, love and good ol’ fun. Their music promoted strength in the face of adversity and staring mortality in the eye. It rejected phoniness and fear, especially of the unknown and the hostile. It proclaimed that it was okay, even recommended, to believe in the impossible, to trust oneself, to surrender to fate and encourage chaos. The Airplane, in a manner of speaking, even said it was okay to be a jerk, as long as being a jerk was what you really wanted to be.

Just as there are few definitives in the Jefferson Airplane story, there is no single, accepted way of experiencing their music. For some, the Airplane was at its core a collective of superb musicians honing their craft as they went along, engaging in brain-bending improvisational safaris into rugged sonic terrains previously uncharted. The band’s instrumentalists, particularly lead guitarist Jorma Kaukonen, bassist Jack Casady and drummer Spencer Dryden, were widely praised for their aptitude as innovative players.

Others gravitated mainly toward the distinctive voices of Grace Slick, Marty Balin and Paul Kantner, and to their words, which any two listeners—including, quite often, those in the band—might interpret differently. Or might choose not to interpret at all.

Some perceived the Airplane, from around 1968 on anyway, as a politically oriented band, while others preferred the love songs or their impressionistic works. Some thought of them just as a dance band and, for sure, they were that too—music to take large quantities of drugs and go berserk to.

The Airplane fits all of those descriptions, and more; that’s what kept them alive for seven years. When all of those components came together, a force beyond the members’ control took over and transformed Jefferson Airplane into a mind-altering substance. That they attained greatness on many occasions goes without saying; that they had their bad nights does too.

The Airplane was a constantly mutating organism—no two albums were alike and personnel changed several times. Concerts were unpredictable. One never knew where they would head next, and neither did they. Kantner describes the Airplane as an “orchestra without rules.” That’s how they—and their faithful—liked it.

That it couldn’t last forever was virtually written into the script.






1 IF ONLY YOU BELIEVE LIKE I BELIEVE


MARTY BALIN WAS a single-minded creature from the day he was born. All he ever wanted was to express himself artistically—his way. Some called him a loner, moody, weird, an egotist, but he had no time to waste with that. Marty didn’t suffer fools gladly.


MARTY BALIN: I’ve always had the same mind, the same consciousness. I just couldn’t wait till my body grew up to my mind. I was totally aware of who I am, what I wanted to do and what I was going to do.



By high school, he was accomplished enough as a painter to earn a scholarship, talented enough as a dancer and actor to handle both Shakespeare and musicals. But more than anything, the kid could sing. Marty, his mother once said, could whistle a tune before he could even speak.

Marty’s father, Joseph Buchwald, had also been an iconoclast, ambitious and determined. Joe’s parents, Samuel and Celia, had, like hundreds of thousands of persecuted eastern European Jews, during the early part of the 1900s, shipped out to America with little more than a promise in hand. They settled eventually in Cincinnati, where Samuel found work within the family trade of tailoring. Joe was born there in 1917 and married an Episcopalian orphan girl born Catherine Eugenia Talbot. Jean, as she was called, also hailed from Cincinnati, where a couple named Charles and Magdalene Edmonds had adopted her.

Joe and Jean remained in Cincinnati, where their two children were born, first a girl, Marilyn Joan, in 1938 and, on January 30, 1942, a boy, Martyn Jerel Buchwald.

If the Buchwalds’ interfaith marriage was a problem for others, Joe didn’t lose any sleep over it. Although Joe’s parents had instilled in him the traditions and beliefs of Judaism, he couldn’t stand the discipline religion demanded. Religion divided people, and he believed in bringing them together. The Buchwalds judged others by who they were, not by the God they worshipped—or didn’t worship.

When Marty was young, his father took him to jazz concerts, where he witnessed Louis Armstrong and, on another occasion, a fierce drum battle between Gene Krupa and Buddy Rich. Sitting up front, Marty stared bug-eyed as the spotlights darted from one musician to the next. He was transfixed by the effect the music and the lights had upon the audience. As soon as he was old enough, he told himself, he would be up there too.

It didn’t take long. Both of the Buchwald kids loved to express themselves, but Marty was unstoppable. When Joan, as Marty’s sister preferred to be called, took tap dancing lessons, her kid brother watched like a hawk and quickly picked up the moves. Soon he was adept enough to join his sister in shows, often the only boy dancer in the troupe.

Marty also painted and was crazy about the movies and the theater. He performed whenever and wherever someone would listen—acting, singing, dancing—especially after the family relocated to California in the late ’40s. They hadn’t planned on living in San Francisco, but Marty had been a sickly child, suffering from a heart murmur and a bronchial condition, and the Buchwalds hoped that the fresh, dry air of Phoenix would cure him. But there was no work for Joe in Arizona so the Buchwalds pushed westward, first to Los Angeles and then north. Living in a predominantly black neighborhood in the city of Richmond, across the bay from San Francisco, Marty was drawn to gospel, the earthy sounds of early rhythm and blues and the street-corner vocal harmony style later known as doo-wop.

In the 1950s Joe found work in San Francisco as a lithographer. The family settled in the Haight-Ashbury district, years before the arrival of the flower children.


JOAN (BUCHWALD) BENTON: It was just a little neighborhood, kind of pleasant, with not a whole hell of a lot going on.



All the while, Marty performed, whether in a church choir or a local production of The Nutcracker Suite. His infatuation with the world of the arts expanded as he reached his teens, and he took his first steps toward becoming a professional, landing jobs as a dancer and playing the role of Action when a touring company of West Side Story came to town. In the audience one night was Bill Thompson, who later became Marty’s roommate and eventually Jefferson Airplane’s manager.


BILL THOMPSON: Marty was considered kind of unusual at that time. He was in a gang, the Lairds. He tried to act tough, but he wasn’t; he was the kind of guy that, when he’d get mad at someone, would say something like, “You knucklehead!”



By 1962, Marty, now 20, was bored and restless. He’d been granted a scholarship to the Art Institute in San Francisco and had taken college preparatory classes at San Francisco State College while still in high school, but any desire to complete his formal education was quickly supplanted by his interest in the arts, including the new sounds that were sucking in the nation’s youth. Rock and roll was his generation’s private language, and Marty spoke it well. He’d become hooked one evening when his sister threw a party, playing the same three rock and roll records—by Elvis Presley, Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis—over and over again. Marty also loved the raw rhythm and blues sounds of the day: Ray Charles, Bobby “Blue” Bland.


MARTY BALIN: But I never wanted to be like [the black artists]. I wish I could, but I’m not. I remember at high school they had this thing etched in stone: “Of all the good things in the world a man can learn, is to learn himself.” And all I ever wanted to do was to learn what music was inside me.



By the early ’60s, most of the trailblazing rock and roll stars were already fading from view: Elvis was in the army, Chuck Berry in trouble with the law, Little Richard in the ministry and Buddy Holly dead in a plane crash. While rock certainly didn’t die during this era, as one popular song later suggested, its public face, encouraged by governmental pressure and several other factors, did temporarily soften. Well-scrubbed, nonthreatening pinup boys—Frankie Avalon, Fabian and a bunch of guys named Bobby—replaced the wild boys.

Marty fell somewhere in between. He was too soulful and sexy to throw his lot in with the whitewashed camp, but his solid education, city street smarts and artistic background didn’t allow him to engage in the sort of unfettered country-boy abandon that had marked the first wave of rockers.

Still, with his brooding demeanor, dark good looks and natural ability with a song, Marty saw no reason why he too couldn’t be a singing star, and when an opportunity to record presented itself, he took it. While in L.A. accompanying a female acquaintance to a music publishing house, he found himself invited to sing background vocals on a session. There, at Gold Star Studios, Marty came to the attention of Jimmie Haskell, a young arranger who had made his name working on Ricky Nelson’s hit records. Haskell took Marty under his wing, but nothing came for free. Marty’s father first had to pay for the session, hiring the musicians, singers and recording crew, and then Haskell would record the aspiring performer.

Marty learned the three songs Haskell had asked him to learn and brought in one that he cowrote, “I Specialize in Love.” When Marty arrived at the studio, he found a full orchestra and several of the top session musicians in Los Angeles there to accompany him, among them guitarists Glen Campbell and Barney Kessell, drummer Earl Palmer, keyboardist Jack Nitzsche, Milt Jackson on vibes and bassist Red Callender. The Blossoms added background vocals.

After the sessions were completed, Joe Buchwald, along with Marty’s new manager, Renny T. LaMarre, worked out a deal with Challenge Records, a label owned by cowboy singer/actor Gene Autry, to release the four songs on two 45 rpm singles. But when the records were sent out from the pressing plant, the singer’s name on the record label did not read Marty Buchwald but, rather, Marty Balin.


MARTY BALIN: They didn’t like my name. Renny LaMarre had a bunch of theaters and one was called the Bal. One day he said, “How about Balin?” I couldn’t think of anything named Balin, so I said okay.



The Challenge recordings never made the charts, but they reveal the neophyte Balin to be a well-developed vocalist already. Although the music is consistent with the frothy pop of the era—post-Elvis, pre-Beatles romantic, teen idol puffery—with more than a trace of Gene Pitney and the young Paul Anka in Balin’s style, all of the hallmarks of Marty’s later approach with the Airplane are present and accounted for. The voice glides easily, swoops and swirls fluidly, playing with the lyric in a nonlinear, often surprising manner. It’s a smooth, flexible voice, unabashedly alluring without being schmaltzy. Balin’s mastery of dynamics is fully formed; the honey in his voice is as sweet as it would ever be. Yet there is a toughness behind it too, as if the singer has been around the block a few times more than he’s letting on.

Despite the failure of the Challenge records, Marty Balin enjoyed his first taste of the rock and roll life. But he was soon drawn into folk music, which had become pervasive throughout the Bay Area over the past several years, ever since the Kingston Trio had broken out of San Francisco in the late ’50s. With a preponderance of colleges in the Bay Area, and a student population that tended to lean left politically, folk had become the music of choice for the post-high school set. By 1963, artists like Bob Dylan and Peter, Paul and Mary had reached the mainstream with songs that carried a message. With a young president in the White House, the civil rights movement dominating the news and the dual threat of nuclear annihilation and the escalating Cold War, the puppy love-obsessed rock and roll of the day could no longer speak to an increasingly disaffected college-aged youth.

Marty Balin got by on his nylon-string Martin guitar, and his voice adapted easily to the high-spirited lead and tight harmony singing preferred by the folk groups. He began hanging out at the Drinking Gourd, a folk club at 1898 Union Street in San Francisco. One night in April 1963, he met three other singers looking to form a group.

Led by multi-instrumentalist Larry Vargo, the Town Criers also featured tenor and baritone singer Bill Collins, who played 12-string guitar and five-string long-neck banjo, and Jan Ellickson, a female soprano whose vocal style was similar to that of Joan Baez. Marty became their featured male vocalist, singing tenor and playing guitar and string bass. Having dabbled in songwriting for several years (his first composition, written around 1959, was called “Wish I Were”), Marty also teamed with Vargo to come up with original material.

Also in 1963, Marty married his girlfriend, a Las Vegas dancer named Victoria Martin. They took an apartment on 16th Avenue, and their daughter, Jennifer Ann, was born later that year. The group played regularly at the Drinking Gourd through 1964, and was also booked at college campuses and the hottest local folk clubs: Coffee & Confusion, the Coffee Gallery, the Hungry i and Barney Gould’s Gold Rush.

Reviews were encouraging. The San Francisco Chronicle covered the Town Criers on three occasions, calling them first a “great find” and then a “beautifully harmonizing folk-singing group.” By January of 1964, the paper was raving: “The upsurging folk group pours out three-part harmony, then doubles back with counter melody… strong, unusual balanced sounds that have been exciting audiences since they first joined forces.”

The Town Criers’ repertoire was fairly typical of young folk groups of the time, a mix of the traditional and new, of political and social commentary tempered with humor, songs like Hoyt Axton’s “Greenback Dollar,” the spiritual “Oh Mary, Oh Martha” and the Jimmy Dean hit “Big Bad John” (done as a parody of the right-wing John Birch Society). “Wayfaring Stranger,” a song recorded by dozens of folk acts, provided opportunities for the Town Criers to show off their individual vocal skills, and Marty took a solo turn on “900 Miles,” an Odetta tune. The group recorded its gigs on several occasions, but never released an album or single.

By the middle of 1964, the Town Criers’ run, as was true for many of the folk revival groups and soloists during this period, was coming to an end. Dylan had sounded the clarion bell: the times they were a-changin’. President Kennedy had been assassinated, domestic unrest and America’s involvement in the Vietnam conflict were escalating and young people were starting to band together in their own communities, with their own rules.

The ’60s was beginning in earnest, but folk music was not to be the sound of the decade. Once the Beatles arrived on American soil in February 1964, nothing would be the same again. Collins was the first to exit the Town Criers, in the spring of 1964. By June the group had packed it in. Marty went to work with his father in the lithography trade, hoping to put together enough money to go to Europe and study sculpture.

At the same time, Marty’s brief marriage was on the rocks. While still legally attached to Victoria, he started seeing Janet Trice, a registered nurse from Brooklyn.

For several months during this interim period Marty performed as a solo artist. Jacky Watts, an English girl who’d just arrived in the Bay Area, happened upon one of Marty’s shows in June 1964. That evening marked the beginning of a long professional and personal relationship between Jacky and what was to become Jefferson Airplane.


JACKY (WATTS KAUKONEN) SARTI: My first night in San Francisco I went to the Drinking Gourd, which was a spit-in-the-sawdust type of place. Marty Balin was playing there, doing a Rod McKuen song. There was this really rowdy drunk and Marty stopped almost in midword, removed the drunk from the bar and then went right back into his word, and carried on singing. I thought this was astonishing.



Jacky soon moved into an apartment on Frederick Street with Janet Trice and Judy Barry, the future wife of Bill Thompson. Marty, meanwhile, had it all figured out by March of ’65. A new musical hybrid called folk-rock, exemplified by San Francisco’s own Beau Brummels and soon to become a national craze via groups like the Byrds in L.A. and the Lovin’ Spoonful in New York, was beginning to bubble under on both coasts. Marty decided to form a band, one that mixed folk-rock’s pointed songwriting and electrified rock and roll with the musical freedom of jazz. He’d incorporate the other arts that had always captivated him: graphics, dance, whatever was available. He’d be its leader, its guiding force and spirit.


MARTY BALIN: I had seen Trini Lopez do a folk song with an electric guitar. I said, “That’s the direction it’s going.” But the folk people were prejudiced; nobody wanted drums in those clubs in the folk era. So I was really an outsider at the time.



Marty also decided to open a nightclub, similar to the folk rooms he’d played with the Town Criers, but catering to the fans of this new sound. He’d decorate it, help publicize it and provide the music. It would be a sensation, and his band would make history.

Now, if only he had the backing capital—and others to share his vision. He approached Bill Collins about joining him in his new venture, but Collins had a steady gig as a solo performer. Marty sat in the Drinking Gourd wondering who among the singers there might go for his idea.


MARTY BALIN: One night they had a hootenanny. This guy came in and he had two [instrument] cases. He was a weird-looking guy. I said, “Hey, give him my spot. Let me see what he does.”

And it was the funniest thing. He started to play, and then just stopped. He said, “I can’t do this.”

And for some reason I said, “That’s the guy. That’s the guy, right there.”



His name was Paul Kantner.






2 ALTERNATE QUANTUM UNIVERSES


ONCE DESCRIBED AS being “resistant to authority and control,” San Francisco has, since its inception, served as a final refuge for those whose ideas and lifestyles are too unacceptable, or just too bizarre, to survive in the mainstream. For the most part, San Franciscans have always coexisted peacefully, not only tolerating aberrant behavior, but often celebrating and encouraging it. The city has long been a mecca for artists, radicals and eccentrics, an intellectual stronghold.

For a musician, San Francisco provides the ideal climate in which to create. Seiji Ozawa, a former conductor of the San Francisco Symphony, once said, “There is a very free feeling in this city. People who live here have very free minds, which is very important for me to make music.”

Paul Kantner is a San Francisco original: unconventional, colorful, bright, self-assured, cerebral, cosmopolitan and fiery. He has also been called strong-willed, arrogant, self-righteous, pushy, impertinent, oblivious, autocratic and confrontational to a fault, but his obstinacy and steadfastness are primary reasons he has been able to maintain a committed following. Kantner has confessed that his greatest talent isn’t singing or playing the guitar, but rather his ability to keep the thing going at all. For one so fond of chaos, his organizational skills are laudable.

It’s part of the Kantner mystique that he often speaks in inscrutable riddles, skirts an issue only to return to it after innumerable detours, generalizes when specifics are required and pinpoints when he can get away with simplifying. Unlike so many who proselytize for a living, Paul Kantner usually comes armed with facts to support his outbursts—or enough bluster to fake it—and understands the responsibilities that come with his power as a celebrity musician. He subscribes to the old countercultural maxim: Think globally, act locally.

Friends and associates often say that Paul is really a shy, private man, reluctant to open up, difficult to get close to, that he’s blocked out much of his past. He has been known to carry long-term grudges, harass, cajole and taunt, and to throw tantrums. His legendary stubbornness can be infuriating, his unwillingness to compromise unreasonable. Others have found him intolerable and worse.

But once that wall is penetrated, many who’ve known him say, there is no one who is kinder, more generous, more fun, more down to earth, more stimulating or more loyal.

Born March 17, 1941, Paul Lorin Kantner has, for the better part of his life, served as a one-man chamber of commerce for the city of San Francisco, touting the city’s incommensurable charms and open-armed hospitality. San Francisco, by its very nature, makes it easy for him to flourish.

The only native San Franciscan in Jefferson Airplane, Kantner is an enigmatic individual whose core being is wrapped up in the city’s laissez-faire, raffish nature.


PAUL KANTNER: If I’d been born in any other city I probably would have been executed by now.



Paul’s adult life has, in effect, largely been a reaction against an early childhood that saw him experience abuse, tragedy and abandonment and subsequently he spent his precious youth in the most rigid and trying of environments: religious and military schools. The situation in which he found himself was utterly antithetical to his natural free-spiritedness and left a permanent mark on his soul. Yet history must applaud his miserable predicament, for Paul Kantner—and by extension Jefferson Airplane—could not have turned out the way he did had he led a so-called normal ’50s childhood.

His father, Paul Schell Kantner, born in 1889 to Charles and Belle Harnet Kantner, was a white-collar sales worker of German extraction. Originally from Bruceton, West Virginia, the senior Paul Kantner was a considerably older man of 51 when his namesake was born—he had already sired two grown children with a previous wife by the time he married 39-year-old Cora Lee Fortier.


PAUL KANTNER: I have a half sister, Mona, almost 30 years older than me, and I had an older half brother, Bob, who flew Corsairs off aircraft carriers in the Mediterranean during World War II. He had one of the Kantner distinctions of clumsiness, dropping his aircraft into the Mediterranean about seven times—and living.



Cora Kantner, Paul’s mother, came from mixed German and French stock. Her own mother, Grace, had performed in vaudeville, and was on her second marriage, to a man named Harry Johnson, when Cora was born. Paul’s few memories of his mother are not all pleasant—one prominent recollection is of her threatening to throw him in the oven when he misbehaved. When Paul was only eight, Cora died of polio, and instead of attending the funeral, young Paul was packed off to the circus.

Now hitting 60 and left alone with a young son, the elder Paul knew he could not raise the boy himself. He enrolled him in St. Joseph’s Military Academy, a Catholic boarding school in Belmont, California. Young Paul Kantner, future rock and roll firebrand, was, essentially, raised by the Catholic Church.


PAUL KANTNER: I was an abandoned little child. The school was out of necessity, but still rather drastic. Nuns and guns. As a result, I now fear nothing.



After St. Joseph’s, Paul transferred to St. Mary’s College High School in Berkeley, run by the progressive-minded Christian Brothers. It was Kantner’s only positive experience with formal education.

Paul’s innate lust for learning, and something of a loner’s personality, had earlier led him to indulge heavily in science fiction, fostering a lifelong obsession with the mysteries of the unknown and the possibilities of exploration: he would rarely feel earthbound again. He read voraciously, losing himself in what he calls “alternate quantum universes.” Later his visits to these imagined foreign shores would provide fodder for much of his songwriting.

In 1959, Paul began attending Santa Clara University, another Catholic institution. Having graduated from a high school that encouraged self-discovery, this no-nonsense Jesuit college was destined to be a bust for Kantner—it was too late to turn back now. Next came San Jose State.


PAUL KANTNER: I was beginning my senior year there when circumstances of society pulled me away into another quantum and I just went with it. School became irrelevant.



Those circumstances, in no particular order, included sex, drugs and—not yet rock and roll, but folk music. All three, Paul surmised, were preferable to going to class. Playing guitar and banjo, which he’d begun doing in 1959, was infinitely more enjoyable than sitting through lectures.

During his last semester at San Jose, Paul fell into a relationship with Ginger Jackson, a good-looking, black-haired girl with a big smile. Ginger had, at 18, married and almost immediately divorced a Santa Cruz surfer and folk singer named Bill Laudner, who would later resurface as a key component of the Airplane’s road crew. Paul and Ginger lived together for about two years, and worked at the same Santa Cruz cannery. Or, to put the situation into proper perspective, she worked at the cannery while Paul hung around, providing moral support.


GINGER (JACKSON) SCHUSTER: Sorting out rotten vegetables made me vomit. Paul would come by and cheer me up, and clown around. He was funny and smart, fairly ambitious and driven, all the things you’d want in a guy. He was already practicing all the time. And there was a lot of pot smoking and drinking going on.



Paul had been introduced to marijuana through future Jefferson Airplane lead guitarist Jorma Kaukonen (pronounced YOR-ma COW-ka-nen), who, at the time, went by the nickname Jerry. A new transfer student at Santa Clara around the same time that Paul was dropping out, and a year older than Kantner, Jorma was already an accomplished fingerpicking-style guitarist, well-traveled, intelligent and steeped in the blues. Although the two were only acquaintances at the time, they traveled in the same orbit, playing clubs like the Cabale in Berkeley and the Tangent and Offstage on the Peninsula, the chunk of land south of San Francisco encompassing the cities of San Jose, Santa Clara and Palo Alto, as well as their numerous suburbs.

The fact that Jorma had turned Paul on to marijuana made them members of the same semisecret society. Although the drug would become ubiquitous later in the decade, in the early ’60s it was still something of an underground phenomenon, considered dangerous and addictive by the mainstream of society, something only crazed jazz musicians and hipster comedians ever went near.

But despite the warnings that it would lead to harder stuff, the folk crowd on the Peninsula had made pot a staple of its diet, and Paul Kantner discovered quickly that alternate states were a place in which he was happy to reside—marijuana became a lifelong companion.

In short time, Paul dumped the cannery job, quit school and concentrated on playing music. Paul and Ginger’s place became one of several way stations for the clique of musicians and dopers that was developing on the Peninsula and in Santa Cruz, a quick hop to the southwest. Many of the people who surface in this tale—Kantner, Bill Laudner, David Crosby, David Freiberg, Jerry Garcia, Jorma Kaukonen and Janis Joplin among them—put in appearances on the Peninsula during these pre-rock years.

For Kantner, there could be nothing better than this life. Only a few years ago he was a prisoner of nuns. Now he was a dope-fiend folk singer with good friends who were willing to try almost anything. He was primed for the future.


PAUL KANTNER: The ’60s made up for my school years. I was like a child in a candy store. We were educated to pursue beyond the boundaries of the known. I was taught that you’re supposed to take what you know and build on it.



Folk music was a step up from the John Philip Sousa marches that had been the music of choice at military school. Kantner’s entree into folk had been the Weavers. Comprised of Pete Seeger, Lee Hays, Fred Hellerman and the female singer Ronnie Gilbert, the leftist harmony quartet had, in the staid early 1950s, turned politically potent folk songs into popular music. They had barely survived the McCarthy witch-hunts of the era, but ultimately emerged intact and more popular and influential than ever.

For the young Paul Kantner, the Weavers were an inspiration. He devoured their music, along with that of other folk stars of the era. Paul found himself greatly affected by the open exchange of ideas that took place among those who played and listened to folk music. They were an intellectual crowd, a literary bunch, and no topic was taboo—he was at home in their world.

Having amassed a repertoire, Paul began performing in folk clubs while still attending college, both as a solo performer and as part of a trio. Alternating on Gibson six-string guitar, Vega banjo and a handmade twelve-string guitar, Paul played venues like the Folk Music Theater in San Jose. He became increasingly involved in other aspects of the local folk scene as well, for example, teaching guitar and banjo at Norm Benner’s San Jose music store, where Jorma also taught. After the Folk Theatre was transformed into the Offstage, Kantner and some of the other folkies set up the Folklore Center in a corner of the club, selling guitar picks, strings and marijuana.

Paul also helped book artists to play at the club, bringing in a diverse grouping of performers both nationally popular and locally renowned, among them Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions, a lively, irreverent group that included future members of the Grateful Dead. Paul rubbed elbows with all of the folkies that passed through the area, among them a young David Crosby, who Paul had first met in San Jose in 1963. Crosby was a rebellious loner whose chief pleasure was found in singing.


DAVID CROSBY: We got into this thing because we couldn’t do anything else. It’s what we were born to do. When we started playing, there wasn’t any money to be made, but we were happy campers.



For a brief while, Kantner moved south to Venice Beach near L.A.—the only time Paul lived away from northern California. He shared a house with Ginger Jackson, their friend Steve Schuster and Sherry Snow, a blonde folk singer who had also met Kantner and David Freiberg in San Jose. Crosby was also in Venice at the time.


DAVID CROSBY: We were trying to make a living being folkies. We’d all read Stranger in a Strange Land and we kept all our money in a bowl, on the mantelpiece—if you got some you put it in there and if you needed some you took it out.



In Venice, the living was cheap and easy. Getting by, and having a good time, involved little if any effort. But occasionally the real world poked its head in the door, as it did when President Kennedy was assassinated on November 22, 1963.


PAUL KANTNER: For me the Kennedy assassination proved the linchpin point of our generation, which almost switched the universe—what R. Crumb calls the Space-Time Motherfucking Continuum—over 180 degrees. Everything that was before was not after that.



The unfolding of events throughout the remainder of the ’60s, Kantner has said, will never be—cannot be—properly analyzed or explained. There have been a few times during the course of history when—like all of the planets aligning—certain elements of history, culture, politics, science, art and human consciousness all coalesce simultaneously into a new totality. The ’60s—which brought into focus the Beatles, LSD, Vietnam, the assassinations, the sexual revolution, space exploration and the civil rights and peace movements—was one such time.

In 1964, Paul and Ginger returned north from Venice and, along with some of the others in their crowd, got a place in Holy City, halfway along the mountain road that connects San Jose to Santa Cruz. The gang eventually ran out of money and skipped town for San Francisco, renting a five-bedroom place on Turk Street. But not before they had tasted the delights of lysergic acid diethylamide, LSD-25, an event that would alter their lives in a most profound manner.

Paul Kantner didn’t have to be coerced into taking LSD. After becoming an avid fan of the leaf of the cannabis sativa plant—marijuana—he was primed for the next step up the hallucinogenic ladder. Acid opened him up to a whole other plane of existence.


PAUL KANTNER: Acid came in about a year after marijuana. I remember one night at the Offstage, a guy brought a Fender amplifier and a Fender guitar, with reverb and vibrato, and LSD, all in one fell swoop. Went off into the cosmos.



Acid was hardly a new creation when this posse of young California musicians got hold of it. It had been around since 1938, when Albert Hofmann, a Swiss chemist, accidentally synthesized the substance. By the 1960s, LSD had found its way to celebrities who helped spread the word about its miraculous properties: novelist Aldous Huxley (Brave New World) was one of the first major proponents of the drug’s use, and actor Cary Grant was an avid experimenter. Poet Allen Ginsberg, Harvard psychologist Dr. Timothy Leary and Ken Kesey, a Stanford graduate student and aspiring writer, were other high-profile advocates. Eventually, so too were the Beatles.

There is no overstating the enormous impact that Hofmann’s cocktail had on life during the era of the Airplane. But it was not the beginning or end of the story.


PAUL KANTNER: Acid for us was just a tool rather than a religion, like a good dessert after a fine eight-course meal. It was as good as several other tools.



At the Turk Street apartment, there was always music. Crosby’s friend Jim McGuinn, a guitarist who’d become enamored of the Beatles of late—and had dared to play their songs folk-style in L.A. clubs—was one houseguest. Crosby, Kantner and Snow also liked to pack their guitars and head down to the Coffee Gallery, where they too would play Beatles songs. They also worked up interpretations of songs by Bob Dylan, who had, for a couple of years now, been the most significant folk singer in America.

So Kantner wasn’t overly surprised when, a few months later in early 1965, Crosby and McGuinn turned up in a rock and roll band, the Byrds, or when their interpretation of a Dylan song, “Mr. Tambourine Man,” became the number one single in America. Nor was he shocked when, in the early spring of 1965, Dylan himself committed folk blasphemy by releasing Bringing It All Back Home, an album that consisted of both electric rock and acoustic folk. The folk purists raised hell, but the album went to the Top 10.

Kantner had crossed the line toward rock and roll himself after seeing the Beatles’ film A Hard Day’s Night. He’d been a sideline fan of the early rock and rollers—Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Dion and the Belmonts—but when the softer, prefabricated singers took over from the rebels in the late ’50s, Paul had stopped listening to pop radio and tuned in to folk. The Beatles lured him back.

Paul was stoked for the change. Like so many other events that now seem so monumental, there wasn’t much thought behind the move, it just happened when it did. He hadn’t forgotten how otherworldly that electric guitar had sounded through that Fender amp the first time he’d taken acid. The Weavers were cool, but the Beatles were the future.

So maybe Paul had electricity on his mind that night in March of ’65 when he stepped onto the stage of the Drinking Gourd on Union Street, then decided not to go through with it.


PAUL KANTNER: It was a noisy, drinking kind of crowd. So I said, “This sucks. I’ve had enough, good-bye.”

As I was leaving Marty said, “Hey, you want to start a band?”








3 LET’S GET TOGETHER


SAN FRANCISCO, PRIOR to the mid-’60s, had not been much of a rock and roll town. The city hosted its fair share of homegrown combos, but no one in the music industry looked to San Francisco for signs of the next big thing. During the era when Top 40 and AM radio reigned, only a handful of hit singles came out of the city. There were few recording studios in town or places for rock and roll bands to play.

San Francisco prided itself on being an intellectual center. Jazz and folk music were popular, but those styles didn’t sell to kids, and the money in the record biz was, increasingly as rock and roll took a bigger slice of the pie, about appealing to the youth market.

Beatlemania gave San Francisco rock the kick-start it needed. The rush by young Bay Area rock and roll fans to buy electric guitars and comb their hair over their foreheads was as swift as it was anywhere else. The first San Francisco rock band to make an impact nationally was the Beau Brummels, who took a mix of haunting folk harmonies and Beatlesque electricity to the charts in early 1965 with “Laugh, Laugh” and “Just a Little.”

The Charlatans were closer to the mark. Attired like acid-addled exaggerations of Old West characters, they played an electrified, often warped variation on old-timey jug band music and blues. They had style and vision: The rudiments of the San Francisco rock scene—the light shows, the psychedelic posters, the frenzied dancing to amplified music and the bucketloads of LSD—were all in place when the Charlatans began their brief moment of glory in the early summer of ’65.

However, the Charlatans were headquartered not in San Francisco but hours away at the Red Dog Saloon in Virginia City, Nevada. And although some intrepid Bay Area hipsters made the pilgrimage, the Charlatans had mostly an implied, indirect effect on the growing community of disenfranchised young rock and roll-bred artists, students, musicians, activists, post-Beat poets, dopers and unclassifiable oddballs mushrooming in San Francisco.

If a true San Francisco rock environment was going to rise, it would have to be up to Marty Balin and Paul Kantner to create one.

MARTY’S BAND was going to require a rhythm section if it was going to rock for real. To play the standup bass guitar, Marty recruited 30-year-old Bob Harvey, an acquaintance who had performed bluegrass music on the Peninsula in a group called the Slippery Rock String Band. One night at the Drinking Gourd in March of 1965, Harvey had overheard Kantner and Balin discussing forming a folk-rock group. Harvey asked if he might join too, was invited to rehearse and was in.

Marty already had a drummer in mind. Jerry Peloquin was the boyfriend of Jacky Watts, the young British woman who was now rooming with Marty’s girlfriend Janet. Peloquin had played drums in the United States Marine Band and had held a job with the Capitol police force in Washington. Upon moving to San Francisco, he became an optician and soon fell into a relationship with Jacky, facilitating the meeting with Marty.

Marty and Paul also wanted to bring a female singer into their nascent, nameless group. They had heard a woman named Signe (SIG-nee) Toly at the Drinking Gourd hootenannies and remembered her having a powerhouse of a voice—she could belt out the blues with the best of them but also worked wonders in a more traditional folk harmony setting.

Born in Seattle and raised in Portland, Oregon, Signe Ann Toly had sung in a group imaginatively dubbed Two Guys and a Girl, which once performed at a rally for presidential candidate John F. Kennedy. A series of accidents sidelined her for a couple of years, but by the end of 1964, she’d begun singing in San Francisco’s folk clubs. Signe joined Marty and Paul’s new band, but kept her day job as a secretary for several months, until she was sure this thing was going someplace.

With the vocal team and the rhythm section in place, the group was quickly taking shape. Now they needed a place to call home.

THE MATRIX WAS the ideal name for the nightclub at which this new band was going to give birth to the San Francisco rock scene. A matrix is a point from which something originates, takes form or develops; it’s also another word for womb.

But that’s not where the club’s name came from. Elliot Sazer, one of the three engineers who financed and, along with Marty, founded the club, coined it.


ELLIOT SAZER: It’s also a mathematical term. We used to have a wall at the Matrix that had a collage on it. About half of the wall was pages from matrix algebra books. People used to stand, stoned, in front of the wall and try to figure out what this stuff meant.



Marty had hooked up with Sazer and his two friends, Ted Saunders and Paul Sedlewicz, after the trio heard him singing one night at the Drinking Gourd. When Marty told them his idea of opening a club and showcasing his new band there, they listened.


ELLIOT SAZER: He said he’d round up musicians, and we would own a piece of them. In return, we would put up the money and buy them their instruments and give him a piece of the bar. It wasn’t planned. Paul [Sedlewicz] and I did not get together one night and say, “We’re very unhappy with the sound of music and we’re going to change it.”



Sazer walked around San Francisco until he stumbled upon a failing pizza restaurant called the Syndicate, at 3138 Fillmore, near Lombard, in the Marina district. The trio bought the site from U.S. Pizza for $12,000, free and clear of debt. The engineers received 1,200 shares of stock from the owner as part of the deal, and Marty was given a 25 percent ownership in the club in the form of stock options. In return, it was agreed, the other three board members—Sazer, Saunders and Sedlewicz—would get 12 percent of the group’s future earnings. The engineers renovated the pizza joint, turning it into the club of their dreams. Marty began painting a mural, hung a large model airplane from the ceiling and added other decorative touches. Other band members and their friends pitched in, painting and carpentering. By the beginning of the summer of ’65, the group was in rehearsals. They agreed to give 105 performances at the Matrix over the next seven years and the engineers fronted the band $1,300 for instruments.

It was time to make music. They worked up a handful of blues, folk, and rock and roll standards, and adapted some songs by local writers.


BOB HARVEY: Nobody was writing original stuff yet. David Crosby had one song that he wanted us to do called “Flower Bomb”: I’m gonna build a flower bomb and drop it on your mind. I’m gonna build a flower bomb…”

DAVID CROSBY: I refuse to answer on the grounds that it may incriminate me. It’s not a real song. Never happened. This conversation never took place. Apocryphal.

SIGNE (TOLY ANDERSON) ETTLIN: No, that’s honestly one we did. He wrote that and gave it to us.



SOMETHING WAS STILL missing, though. None of the lead guitarists they’d auditioned were quite right for what the band had in mind. Paul and Marty could play decent rhythm guitar, but they needed someone with a distinctive lead sound, a guitarist who could truly drive them, give them an edge and an identity. All of the great new bands had strong lead guitarists: Eric Clapton in the Yardbirds, Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones and George Harrison with the Beatles. The Byrds had Jim McGuinn, who had made the switch from acoustic guitar to the electric Rickenbacker 12-string seamlessly. And down on the Peninsula, Jerry Garcia, a talented bluegrass player who’d frequented the folk clubs, had recently morphed into an inventive, risk-taking electric rock guitarist with some locals called the Warlocks.

Marty was sitting around with Kantner in Paul’s apartment, working on tunes, wondering where he could find a guitar player that knew how to rock and roll. Then his instincts kicked in again, just as they’d done not so long ago when he’d approached Paul at the Drinking Gourd.


MARTY BALIN: Jorma was teaching guitar to some guy upstairs. He came walking down and he looked perfect. He had the guitar in his hand and he looked like Mr. Style. I said, “Who’s that?”

Paul said, “Oh, that’s Jorma Kaukonen.”

“What’s he do?”

“Oh, he plays great guitar but he’s much too good for us.”








4 BLUES TRAVELER


THE LAST THING that Jorma Kaukonen ever expected was to play rock and roll again. He’d done it before, in the late ’50s, but Jorma was a kid then; that was just for kicks. That was before he’d given his soul to the blues. Blues was music to be taken seriously; rock and roll was play stuff. But even a purist can be persuaded by technology.


JORMA KAUKONEN: I had just graduated from college and I was thinking about going to Europe. My wife, Margareta, was Swedish so we had family over there. So when Paul asked me to play in the band I said no at first. But I went up to San Francisco anyway, to audition at the Matrix, and Ken Kesey was with them; he had a tape delay unit with him, an Echoplex. They plugged my guitar into it and I just flipped. They sucked me in with gadgets.



Jorma Ludwik Kaukonen—older of the two sons of Jorma Ludwig Kaukonen and the former Beatrice Love Levine—was worldlier than the others in Jefferson Airplane. Although born in Washington, D.C., Jorma had spent considerable time during his youth on foreign soil, absorbing the native cultures. His wanderlust—both literal and musical—has remained unabated throughout his adulthood.

Jorma’s paternal grandfather, Jaakov (later changed to Jacob), had come over from Finland early in the twentieth century, settling in Ironwood, Michigan. He married Ida Palmquist, also Finnish, and worked in the iron and copper mines before settling into his chosen profession as a custom tailor. The couple sired Jorma Sr. and two brothers, the family eventually moving to Los Angeles.

Despite harboring radical political views, most of Jorma Sr.’s professional life was spent serving his country. His first government job was with the FBI, where he worked as a fingerprint clerk. His leftist leanings soon led him to the like-minded, Connecticut-born Beatrice Love Levine. Beatrice’s father, Dr. Benjamin Samuel Levine, was the son of a Russian rabbinical scholar, but Ben’s wife, the former Vera Faith Haskevitch, had been the family’s true powder keg—an anarchist, she had once been imprisoned in Siberia.

Jorma Sr. and Beatrice married on Christmas Day in 1936, and Jorma Jr. arrived on December 23, 1940. Due to the-nature of Jorma Sr.’s work, the Kaukonen family rarely stayed in one place for long during the ’40s and ’50s, making stops in several states before settling down in the D.C. area. It was during that transient period that the elder Kaukonen’s colleagues took to calling him Jerry. The name Jorma was difficult for them to relate to, and at a time when anything remotely Germanic-sounding was suspected to be un-American, he accepted the nickname without complaint. Little Jorma, tired of being constantly tormented over his appellation as well, also became Jerry after some kids threatened to string him up as a Nazi spy. He didn’t return to his given name until shortly before joining Jefferson Airplane some two decades later.

During one of his trips home, Jorma Sr. and Beatrice produced a little brother for Jorma Jr., Benson Lee Kaukonen, who came to be called Peter. By 1952, the expanded family was on the move again, living in Pakistan, where Mr. Kaukonen had become the director of the Asia Foundation—possibly a front for the CIA. They returned to D.C. for one year and then, in 1956, headed for Manila, in the Philippines. Kaukonen next graduated to the State Department, for which he worked until his retirement around 1970. Jorma Jr., after years of being shuttled around the world, finished his senior year at Woodrow Wilson High School in D.C. in 1959.

Washington had a bustling music scene in the late ’50s, and the teenage Jorma Kaukonen imbibed it all eagerly. Rock and roll, country and western, rhythm and blues and black gospel all moved him, and he was taken in by bluegrass, which had a strong foothold in D.C. But the music that went straight to his heart was the blues.

Jorma had befriended a boy named Charles Casady, known to his friends as Chick. A year older than Jorma, Chick had two younger brothers, Jack and Michael. Both Chick and Jack had contracted rheumatic fever as children, and it was during the many hours Chick spent confined to bed, listening to far-off radio stations, that he discovered the music called the blues. Chick took to buying records on independent labels like Vee-Jay and Chess, and Jorma shared his enthusiasm.

Like a couple of the other future members of the Airplane, Jorma took piano lessons as a child, attempting to play classical music, but neither the instrument nor the form excited him. He dabbled in the violin and the recorder, learning enough on the latter to play some duets with his father, but he couldn’t commit to any of those instruments either—they didn’t have the magic. The guitar, though, that had potential. He could visualize himself coaxing some sounds out of one of those. Soon, he began to see how he might want to do little except play guitar.


JORMA KAUKONEN: A guy named Michael Oliveri taught me to play “Down in the Willow Garden” and “Jimmy Brown the Newsboy.” My dad bought me a Gibson guitar and I started to take classical lessons from a guy named Sophocles Papas, a Greek-American who was a protégé on some level with Andrés Segovia. I learned three or four chords and a couple of different keys, and I thought, That’s it! I’m ready to go.



Just as he was getting ready to go, though, the Kaukonen family again went, leaving for their year in the Philippines. Jorma continued to play guitar while there, but it wasn’t until he returned to D.C. that he put the instrument to good use, forming a rock and roll band with Jack Casady called the Triumphs. Their first paying job was on New Year’s Eve 1958–59 at the Chestnut Lodge in Rockville, Maryland, a hospital for the mentally ill, after which they played the usual teen gigs: dances, parties, local clubs. The Triumphs got as far as making a record, waxing two original songs, “Magic Key” and “Symbol of Our Love.” One copy of the 78 rpm acetate, owned by Jorma, is known to survive, but it has never been released to the public.

The group’s days were numbered anyway: In 1959, before the Triumphs could take over the rock and roll world, Jorma was off to Antioch College in Ohio, leaving rock and roll behind for the next six years.

At Antioch, Jorma admittedly didn’t spend as much time studying as he could have. Instead, he indulged heavily in the guitar, learning from an advanced player he met at the school, an older student named Ian Buchanan. Buchanan became a mentor not only to Jorma but to another aspiring blues guitarist who attended Antioch, John Hammond Jr., the son of the legendary record scout who’d discovered jazz giants Billie Holiday, Count Basie and Charlie Christian (and would later sign both Dylan and Bruce Springsteen).


JOHN HAMMOND JR.: Jorma and I hit it off because we loved blues. I was too intimidated to ask him to show me any stuff, but I would watch. Ian and Jorma hung out together, and every now and then Jorma would invite me up to the guy’s place to watch him play.



Jorma was taken by Buchanan’s “finger-style” guitar playing, in which the strings are played with the fingers rather than a pick. A basic fingerpicker usually uses the thumb to keep an independent rhythm going on the lower-toned strings, while two or three of the other fingers provide the melody. Fingerpicking is applied to numerous styles of music, from ragtime and jazz to Celtic and varieties of world music, but traditionally it has been used most often in blues, country and folk. Fingerpicking is usually associated with the acoustic guitar, although Jorma later managed to become quite adept at adapting the style to the electric guitar.

Buchanan, who would later commit suicide, introduced Jorma Kaukonen to the blues of the Reverend Gary Davis, setting the young musician on one of the most meaningful journeys of his well-traveled life. Already in his sixties, the blind Davis, steeped in the Piedmont style of blues, was undergoing a career renaissance when Jorma first heard him, as were many other blues musicians who had labored in obscurity for decades before being taken to heart mostly by white college students during the folk revival of the ’50s and ’60s. Davis’s songs have remained in Jorma’s repertoire since those college days.

Jorma stayed at Antioch for two years. Then, at the recommendation of Hammond, he took a work-study job at a physical rehabilitation institute in New York. At night, he’d spend his time frequenting the clubs of Greenwich Village, taking in a number of performances by his blues heroes as they came through town.

When the New York lark was finished in 1961, Jorma returned to Ohio. But his mind was no longer on his studies and Antioch was happy to see him go. He headed back to the Philippines for a while, attending a Jesuit college and studying anthropology. Then, in 1962, Jorma enrolled at Santa Clara, the same school that had briefly provided a roof over Paul Kantner’s head.


JORMA KAUKONEN: Santa Clara was a very conservative school. I was not a freak by any stretch of the imagination, but by their standards I was. There was one other freak in the school, named Bob Kinzie. Bob said, “You know, there’s a guy you really ought to meet.” So we went to Santa Cruz, and I met Paul Kantner. He was living in a shack with a bunch of surfers and had a charming folk act.



While attending Santa Clara, Jorma met many other musicians who would impact his life. He played often at the Folk Theater/Offstage, where he ran into Jerry Garcia, Dino Valente and Billy Roberts, later the author of “Hey Joe,” one of the most often covered songs of the ’60s.

Some of the most rewarding experiences for Kaukonen during this period were his frequent collaborations with a singer from Port Arthur, Texas. Janis Joplin was, like Jorma, a blues purist, with a bawdy style modeled after the likes of early twentieth-century singers Bessie Smith and Memphis Minnie.


JORMA KAUKONEN: She knocked everybody’s socks off. We played together and I remember thinking, Man, it truly doesn’t get any better than this. And I still feel that way. I think that she was one of the greatest blues singers that I’ve ever heard.



Jorma befriended two other guitar players during this time that would have an impact on his musical development. The first was the Maryland-born Steve Talbot, a regular at the Cabale, a Berkeley club where Jorma also played. The other was Steve Mann, from San Leandro, California, who had left college in the early ’60s to try his luck in the music business. A song Jorma later wrote, “Mann’s Fate,” was composed in deliberate emulation of Mann’s style.


JORMA KAUKONEN: I remember when Janis was alive we used to say, “How long do we have to do this before we’ll be real?” Steve Mann was real to me—I was a college student and he worked on the railroad.



By mid-1965, a degree in sociology from Santa Clara firmly secured, Jorma left academics behind to pursue his true vocation, the guitar. Before that, though, at the beginning of 1964, he had taken his parents up on an offer to tour the Soviet Union. Jorma saw the tour as an adventure not to be passed up.

But any notions of gaining something culturally from the voyage were quickly supplanted by romance. On the way to Leningrad, Jorma met the tall, striking Margareta Lena Pettersson, a 20-year-old from the south of Sweden. After Jorma returned home, they wrote letters back and forth and it was agreed she would come to live with him. With a little coaxing from his father, Jorma quickly proposed to Margareta. They were married in California just weeks later, on January 29, 1964.

She was an intelligent woman who spoke five languages and had a talent for art. But from all accounts, not the least of them from Jorma, Margareta could be a difficult woman, prone to extreme behavior and violent mood swings. Their tempestuous relationship was troubled from the start and stayed that way—for more than two decades.


JORMA KAUKONEN: The marriage was classic impulse stuff, but I don’t think we were a very good couple together. She was really bright, but incredibly self-destructive. She was a ball-buster, no question about it. Some people liked her, some people hated her; you couldn’t ignore her, there’s no question about that. But she kept me focused on a lot of traditional stuff that I might not have done otherwise.



Jorma continued playing the folk circuit and teaching guitar, virtually oblivious to the arrival of the British rock and roll hordes. He began to develop a following, including Bob Weir, a teenager from the Peninsula who reportedly tape-recorded Jorma’s performances in order to study his technique.

Jorma also continued to collaborate with Joplin whenever possible. Prior to one of their engagements at the Coffee Gallery, Jorma set up a tape recorder at his apartment to capture their rehearsal. Those tapes later made the rounds among collectors, notorious as much for the surreal clickety-clack of Margareta’s unrelenting, oddly percussive typing in the background as for the glorious music Janis and Jorma made together. Two songs from the so-called typewriter tape, “Trouble in Mind” and “Hesitation Blues,” later appeared on a Janis Joplin boxed set.

Had Margareta been home typing one early summer afternoon in 1965, instead of waiting on the streets of San Francisco’s North Beach for her husband to return from his teaching job in San Jose, there’s no telling how the story of Jefferson Airplane might have unraveled.


JORMA KAUKONEN: We were living in a $13-a-week hotel. There was a cop who was a real badass. He thought my wife was a hooker. They got one handcuff on her and before they could get the other one on she beat the piss out of him; she damaged the policeman severely. When I got home from work there were seven cops dragging her into the paddy wagon. My father had some highly placed political connections and they wound up intervening on our behalf. But we had to sign something saying we would stay in San Francisco.



The result of the couple’s detainment was that Jorma auditioned for the new band being assembled by Marty Balin and Paul Kantner, and by June, the lineup was finalized. Marty Balin, Paul Kantner, Signe Anderson, Bob Harvey and Jerry Peloquin were joined by the last piece of the puzzle, Jorma Kaukonen. They practiced daily at the Matrix and tightened their presentation in their first few months together. They were confident that they had something original, even something special.

But what they didn’t have was a name.

There have been many dubious tales of how the moniker Jefferson Airplane (never the Jefferson Airplane, just Jefferson Airplane) came about. One rumor is that it was the name of someone’s dog, or perhaps a cat. Another is it was a slang term for a roach clip used to hold the tip of a burning joint.

But, simply, it was an in-joke that got carried away. A tribute to the bluesman Blind Lemon Jefferson and an inexplicable nod to the miracle of flight united to give rise to one of the great band names of the ’60s.


JORMA KAUKONEN: Steve Talbot had named me Blind Thomas Jefferson Airplane. Steve Mann was Little Sun Goldfarb and Tom Hobson, another guitar player friend of mine, was Blind Outrage. The band was coming up with all these really stupid names and I said, “If you want something really silly, try Jefferson Airplane.”








5 IT’S NO SECRET


MATTHEW KATZ—HE PRONOUNCED IT “CATES”—wanted so badly to manage this new group that called itself Jefferson Airplane. It wasn’t that he knew anything about rock and roll, but he knew the power that music held and he believed that this group could make a difference, a positive one, in the world.

He’d been around. Born in Massachusetts in 1929, Katz had been to college and in the Air Force. He’d worked in vaudeville, had studied ballet and assisted his identical twin brother Bernard at the latter’s company, which manufactured plastic coffee can lids and shrink wrap for record albums. He’d performed a bit as a folk singer-guitarist himself, and had managed a radio disc jockey, Fred Goerner, who was writing a book, The Search for Amelia Earhart.

Then, in mid-’65 came the flash: Matthew should put together a group of musicians, something to steer these troubled youths away from violence. This was important; this was going to be his life’s purpose. He’d done some social work and had seen things that made his heart ache and his skin crawl: kids playing Russian roulette, kids jumping into sex before they were ready. Matthew knew that music, not preaching, was the diversion they needed.

Katz began to put out the word. At a music shop near the Matrix, he met Jerry Peloquin, who told Matthew about the new group that was forming. Within days Matthew Katz and Marty Balin were discussing their collective future.

Matthew had actually met Marty once before, when Marty was with the Town Criers. Impressed with Marty’s singing, Matthew had offered right then and there to manage the folk group, but Larry Vargo hadn’t agreed to Katz’s terms, and that was that.

Now here was this same kid, Marty Balin, and this time they were on the same wavelength. During their initial conversations, Matthew mentioned that he had access to an unrecorded Bob Dylan song, “Lay Down Your Weary Tune,” which Marty desperately wanted for the new group.

It was late June, early July. The band was just starting to coalesce into something worth paying attention to. Matthew told Marty he had to return to Los Angeles, where he had a second home, and that the musicians should not speak with anyone else who claimed they could do something for his group—he was their man. Still, there was some hesitation among some band members, who didn’t quite trust the would-be entrepreneur.


MARTY BALIN: We wouldn’t sign with the guy. He was a little weird for us, a little slick.



Jefferson Airplane would ultimately decide to sign with Matthew Katz though, and some would regret that decision for the next two decades, others for the rest of their lives. The protracted, wearying court battles over the terms of the Katz-Airplane contracts became legendary in legal circles, where Marty’s given name of Martyn Buchwald is better known as one of the parties in a precedent-setting artist-management case than as a singer for Jefferson Airplane.

When he arrived in San Francisco, Matthew told the band his ideas. Everyone drinks coffee, he said, so he would place records inside coffee can lids (no doubt the ones manufactured by his brother’s company). They would just play their music and have no worries, he assured them.

It didn’t take long for the Airplane to agree that Matthew Katz should be their manager. Although some of the band members were still apprehensive, the majority now was convinced that Katz could put them on the musical map. Admittedly, the guy was odd—he wore ruffled shirts, flowing, red-lined capes, Spanish hats and a goatee, liked to drive fancy cars; he was flamboyant—but then, who were they to decide what was and wasn’t strange? Maybe strange was what they needed in a manager—they certainly didn’t want one of those old, cigar-chomping showbiz types.


JERRY PELOQUIN: Matthew was articulate, he had a lot of charisma, he was imperious, sort of a Rasputin-like guy. He was a dashing character. But he was also obdurate, free with giving commands and saying how things were going to be. He fashioned himself [as] a kind of impresario.



Matthew began working with the band on its presentation and appearance—he somehow managed to convince the men they needed to wear suits—and he bought them new equipment. They in turn agreed to show up for gigs on time and behave professionally. Matthew agreed to give them advice on lighting, staging, setup, even the music selection. He would attend their shows and try to get the media to do the same—he would act as their spokesman. What he would not do, at least not officially, was serve as their booking agent. That had to be someone else’s job, the law said.

Marty, acting on his father’s advice, suggested that Matthew, for his efforts, should receive 20 percent of the band’s net income. That triggered the first disagreement. No way, said Katz. He would draw up a sliding scale: he’d take 10, 15 or 20 percent of the gross, depending on the amount of income brought in, the higher figure applying to any payment totaling more than $300. Their contract would carry a term of five years, and Matthew would have an option to renew it. The band would be paid a weekly salary, whether the musicians worked or not. It sounded like a good deal to the Airplane—at the time.I

Matthew also promised to put his publicity smarts into high gear. After the band finally settled on a name, Paul Kantner coined a slogan, “Jefferson Airplane Loves You.” Matthew liked it: He would have buttons and bumper stickers plastered all over the city, he’d fly the phrase on a banner from the back of a plane and every time he or anyone involved with the group answered the phone, they would no longer say “Hello,” but rather, “Jefferson Airplane loves you.”

And, he said, they wouldn’t call this music folk-rock, like everyone else was doing. The music of Jefferson Airplane, declared Matthew Katz, was more like jazz-rock or, better yet, folk-jazz. That’s what it should be called, he said, “fo-jazz.”

Matthew Katz would make sure that everyone in San Francisco—and eventually the world—knew the name Jefferson Airplane. There would soon be a “San Francisco sound,” he promised, and it would revolve around Jefferson Airplane.

Although Matthew began acting as their manager, the musicians still hadn’t found a convenient time to sign a contract with Katz. They were too busy rehearsing for their opening, too tired from working on their show and getting the Matrix ready, too busy arguing amongst themselves over the terms of the contract. They insisted to Matthew that they did want to sign, but first they had more questions about what exactly Katz would do for them, what practical tasks he would perform to get them work, get them a recording deal. When Katz returned to Los Angeles to tidy up some of his affairs before the group’s, and the club’s, opening, he still didn’t have a contract in hand.

IN LATE 1964, Marty Balin’s wife left him and took their baby with her. Marty kept their apartment and took in a roommate two years his junior, Bill Thompson. Although Thompson and Balin had known of each other before—Bill had attended Washington High, the same school from which Marty had graduated—they had not become friends until after a mutual friend, Gary Blackman, provided a more formal introduction.

William Carl Thompson was a southerner, born in Oklahoma City in 1944. His parents, Blanche Seaton and Carl William Thompson, divorced when he was two, and Bill never knew his father—Bill didn’t find out until many years later that he had three half-brothers via his father’s remarriage. After high school, Thompson enrolled at City College of San Francisco, while simultaneously working as a copy boy at the San Francisco Chronicle. He was living in a hotel when Marty asked if Thompson wanted to move in with him. They got a place at 22 Belvedere in the heart of the city’s colorful new youth mecca, the Haight-Ashbury district. Freed from the constraints of his marriage, Marty was in the mood to try new things.
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