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INTRODUCTION

This book is not an attempt at a history or a biography of Jerry Garcia or Grateful Dead. There are many books out there that definitely are histories or biographies; Dennis McNally’s A Long Strange Trip, and David Browne’s So Many Roads, both about the Dead, and Blair Jackson’s Garcia: An American Life come to mind, and there are also books penned by insiders, longtime members of the family-like tribe that the band really was, even more than it was an artistic effort or a business operation.

This book is nothing like any of those.

Very simply, this book is the story of my relationship with one guy over a period of fifteen years, an incredibly gifted musician and songwriter, embedded within an entertainment-business monster of a shobiz act, Grateful Dead. It’s the tale of a man, standing at the vanguard of a complex and highly developed subculture, within the wider context of the American culture, in a unique period in history, the 1980s and ’90s, so I’ve got something to say about those things too.

It is a frank account of my friendship with a great artist, a man who reached great heights of creative accomplishment, fame, and wealth, and was then laid low by serious health problems, a crushing burden of responsibility, and a set of bad habits and substance addictions that landed him in the ICU for three days in a deep coma, with doctors warning family to brace themselves for the worst outcome, and who then fought to recover his memory and mastery of the guitar and his music, and went on to reach towering heights of success all over again. In short, this is the story of a terrible fall and an astonishing comeback, told from the point of view of a friend and collaborator, me.

I’m not a professional writer (though I do write screenplays, a very different animal from a novel or a memoir), so you may find some of my language or grammar unusual or annoying, but I hope also sometimes original or fresh.

I have an entire shelf of books in my office about Grateful Dead and Jerry Garcia, none of which I’ve read, several of which contain extensive quotes from me. The reason I’ve not read them is that I have always known (or at least since 1995) that I would have to write this memoir, and I was determined to get down my memories and thoughts in writing, which I did, from 1990 to the present, without running the risk of being influenced or prejudiced by other accounts of the band and Garcia.

I’d tell myself, “Once you’ve written your book, maybe then you can read the other books.” Likewise, I’ve always tried to avoid seeing or hearing my own appearances in the mass media (I had to do a good deal of them in connection with promoting the work), on radio, TV, the internet, and elsewhere, and often I’d enlist trusted friends and family to watch or listen and tell me how bad I sucked, and to offer advice on how I might improve. The fact is, the idea of watching or listening to me, myself, was, and is, deeply repugnant to me, due to mysterious and unknown psychological depths that I’d rather not ponder. I can tell you that my mother frowned upon drawing attention to oneself, she was very traditional about modesty, and pitching in for the common good, over self-aggrandizement.

One possible consequence of this strategy of avoiding all other versions of Grateful Dead and Garcia and my own history is that a reader such as yourself, especially if you are a serious fan or scholar of the Dead or Garcia, might find some of my recollections in this book to be in conflict with some other writer’s or reporter’s, or even at variance from other versions I myself have given. There’s nothing I have to say about that, if it happens, just that I have worked very hard in this memoir to stick to facts and report the things that I experienced, heard, saw, and remembered as best as I can. I don’t consider it a problem if a given biography or history or individual paints a different reality than I do, even if that individual is myself when I was younger, it’s just in the nature of reality. When you are talking about the past, which is gone, and only exists in our minds and in cultural artifacts, you will have conflicting versions; there is no “absolute truth” about the past. In any case, I believe that it’s more important to extract from the past that which you find most important and useful to you, rather than obsess on what actually happened, was it this way or that way—that’s a fool’s errand.

Well, now I’ve written this book, all these years later, and so maybe soon I’ll start looking at one or more of those other books. But probably not, to be truthful. I’m hoping to feel that now I can put my burden down, having fulfilled what I always felt was an obligation I had to tell this story. And maybe now I can stop thinking about this history for a good long while, go for a long walk on a long beach, and not have to think about Garcia and the Dead unless they pop spontaneously into my mind, purely and joyously, or out of a boom box in Mexico or Thailand, as I walk on that long beach, or down a dazzling city street I’ve never been on before…

So…

What was the source or wellspring of the love that so many people had and still have for the music of Grateful Dead, and for Jerry Garcia? This question has been pondered for more than a half-century, and I myself feel still deeply involved with it.

Why is it that so many people who have met Garcia, from very different backgrounds over a long period of time, all report about how he was such an amazing person, or a really great guy, or how much they love him? Why is it that so many musicians who befriended him through their work together shake their heads and laugh in profound awe at the effect he had on them?

Why is it that so many people who have never met him, but experienced him only in his concert performances, have such a deep and abiding love for him, whether they’ve seen a few shows, a few dozen, or a few hundred?

These are questions I hope I can cast some light upon in the chapters ahead.

And, most importantly to me, why do I care so much about this part of my life, Grateful Dead and Garcia? Why do I feel so hugely grateful to have been able to play a part in their history?

I now feel compelled, maybe because I’m entering my third act, a late stage of life, to report on what I learned from my experience. Why have I felt a sense of obligation for more than twenty-five years to tell this story? There is a two-part answer.

First, because over the course of my education with Grateful Dead and Garcia, I learned a great deal about the importance of their music in our cultural history, its sources in jug-band, old-timey, bluegrass, rural blues, country-and-western, jazz, and rock ’n’ roll music. Through experiencing up close and personal the symbiosis between the band and their fans, over and over via making sixty or so in-concert films, many of which I directed from the mixing and lighting structure in the middle of a stadium surrounded by 70,000 or so delirious fans, I came to understand the underlying dynamic of this phenomenon: The shows were fundamentally a spiritual experience, more like going to church than any other musical act I have ever worked with.

“Uncle John’s Band,” “Scarlet Begonias,” “Estimated Prophet,” “Eyes of the World,” “Throwing Stones,” “Bird Song,” “Cassidy,” “Lady with a Fan/Terrapin Station,” “Box of Rain,” “Brokedown Palace,” “China Cat Sunflower,” “Dark Star,” “Franklin’s Tower,” “Let It Grow/Weather Report Suite,” “Playing in the Band,” “Ripple,” “Sugar Magnolia,” “U.S. Blues,” “The Wheel,” and of course “Not Fade Away”… and there are as many lists like this as there are ardent fans out there, all different from mine.

I think of these songs as “the liturgy” at the very core of the whole Grateful Dead/Garcia phenomenon. If each concert was mostly like a church service or a spiritual revival show, these songs were the part of the concert that actually contained the singing out loud of the deep-seated and motivating spiritual feelings and beliefs, created, and transmitted by the band, and deeply held by the fans. They were the meat and potatoes of the whole experience and worldview of the subculture, the fans.

Yes, there were lots of fun rock’ n’ roll moments in a typical show—up-tempo originals and covers of old favorites, romantic love songs, some funny tall tales, and a variety of Dylan tunes (the Dead and Garcia’s side bands were the number one and two Dylan cover bands of their time)—but the truth is, fans bought tickets and came for the uplifting songs and improvisations that, first and foremost, moved them in their hearts and souls.

So, I came to understand the importance of the Grateful Dead phenomenon in our cultural history, and I came to feel that the Grateful Dead juggernaut is at least as much a spiritual movement as it is a musical act, or just a part of the entertainment industry.

The second reason I feel obligated to tell this story is because in the fifteen years I knew him, Garcia was the closest thing to a mentor I ever had. I used the lessons I learned from him to build my own career, and to seek the life I imagined, and to enjoy an amazingly big hunk of fulfillment and happiness, and to end up now, somewhat late in life, feeling like one of the most fortunate people I know, and feeling like I owe it to a large degree to the lessons learned from Garcia.

I’m indebted to Garcia and the Dead for the role they played in my career and my life, and for the friends and lovers I encountered along the way, for the sheer amount of fun I had with all of them. For all of that, I feel a tremendous sense of gratitude.

My goal here is to try to give you readers a sense of who Garcia was as a person, what it was like to be with him in person, in a lot of ordinary situations, and in some weirder ones too. I try to answer the question I’ve often been asked, “Yeah, I know a bit about him, but what was he really like?”

And now, if you turn the page to Chapter 1, I will turn you over to the person I was many years ago to start the story I want to tell you, to try to reveal what he was really like, and who knows, maybe something about me as well.
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Chapter 1 HOW I MET JERRY


So I found myself somewhat dazed in the back of a cab on my way from SFO, the San Francisco airport, to a theater unfamiliar to me in downtown SF called the Warfield. Dazed because when I woke up that morning in Brooklyn, whatever plans I had were tossed aside and instead I was put on a plane to San Francisco, and because I was sick with some kind of cold or something, and in denial about it, and also jet-lagged, and to be truthful I was pretty frightened about whatever situation I was now agreeing to put myself in. It was September 25, 1980, and I was twenty-nine.

The driver took me to the backstage door of the Warfield and helped me get my carry-on bag and attaché case (a thing that replaced the briefcase in those days) out of the cab. I glanced around at the peculiar scene: It was twilight, excitement in the clean, fresh SF air as showtime was approaching. There were a dozen or so wild-looking young men and women, happily twitching and gyrating to music from a boom box, possibly due to the substances in their bloodstreams. They were flanking both sides of the holy backstage door, actually just a grim gray metal door, forming a kind of two-sided funnel made out of weird half-naked dancers that visitors, such as me, would have to navigate. Before I realized in my addled state what was happening, a scraggly bearded guy got in my face, grinning maniacally, “Hey, you got any extra passes?” I just looked at him, dumbfounded. The crowd had immediately sized me up as a likely guest-list person. Other greeters moved toward me, talking, gesticulating. The cab driver nudged me, put my bags down, offered a receipt. I came back to reality, paid him, and he shook his head and gave me a look of pity as he turned to go. I had a half-formed feeling of “wait a second” as I watched him retreat, but it was too late, he was gone.

I summoned an ounce of courage, turned to face the grim metal door, the backstage entrance to a Grateful Dead show, the hugely hyped first show of an historic two-week run in their hometown. I ignored the shouts coming from the gatekeepers and knocked on the door. Nothing. The people around me laughed and clapped. They weren’t threatening, really, but in my bewildered state I felt a wave of panic and I pounded on the door, hard, thinking, “What the fuck am I going to do if this door never opens. The cab is gone, I’ve got luggage, Jesus fucking Christ.”

Sue Stephens, Garcia’s personal manager, had directed me via phone before I got on the plane to go straight to the Warfield instead of a hotel, which would have been more what you might expect when summoned to a meeting with a major rock band, but I was eager to make professional headway, and in no position to ask questions. She told me that I would be met at the backstage door by Steve Parish, the Grateful Dead stage manager in charge of Garcia matters, and that Steve would take me to meet with him.

I suppress the panic. I have no choice but to pound on this door until it opens.

Then suddenly the door swings open, and there is a bearded, long-haired guy in a cowboy hat lunging out, looking around angrily, brandishing a long black metal flashlight in one hand like, Who the fuck is pounding on this door? I try to look nonthreatening, shrinking back, luggage by my side, not sharp enough mentally to realize the crazy fans were probably pounding on this door every few minutes. After a moment, his eyes land on me.

I shout at the guy, “Sue Stephens said I should ask for Steve Parish.” The guy looks me up and down, moves back, slams the door behind him. The little crowd resumes their jeering and merriment at my expense. A long minute passes, then the door swings open again, and there is “Big Steve” Parish himself, tall and large, black mustache, an intense gaze. The crowd recognizes him immediately and shrinks back in awe and respect, falling into a murmuring silence.

I’m like, “Okay…” I have never been in this situation before, kind of like a PBS nature documentary, where you see firsthand how a specific tribal society works, in this case, the interface between the adoring ecstatic fans and a living person, Big Steve, who symbolizes the object of their adoration, Grateful Dead. He suddenly appears, and they shrink back in humility and quiet excitement, like plants that close their leaves in the presence of direct sunlight.

I know of Steve from many earlier shows of the Dead and the Jerry Garcia Band that I had seen him at, both of us workers, he for the band and me for the promoter. My job is putting video images up on the big screens so everyone at the show, even those who were far from the stage, could see the musicians, the rock stars, their idols, in close-up. In the late 1970s into the 1980s, we called this video reinforcement, a new technology that would make huge arena and stadium tours possible and is now of course a normal part of all large shows.

To my great relief, Steve waves me inside and summons someone to grab my bags, and then leads the way into the backstage area of the Warfield. I’m concerned about my bags and the seedy-looking guy who was taking possession of them, but Steve just keeps moving, and I’ll be damned, but I do end up in a nice hotel room at the end of the night, with my bags. Grateful Dead may look like an out-of-control circus, but it isn’t. I have absolutely no memory, possibly because I was about to become extremely high, of moving from the Warfield to my hotel that night after the show, or how I am reunited with my bags, but I know it all happens smoothly.

I have passed over into the hands of Sue Stephens, Big Steve, Garcia, and Grateful Dead.

Backstage is a warren of corridors and spaces and rooms, filled with cigarette and marijuana smoke, happy people going in both directions in the narrow corridors, lots of chatter and laughter, people in weird outfits, a guy in a full clown suit with the red nose, kids of all ages, laughing, running, and you could hear the excited hum of the full house of fans upstairs, invisible from here, but waiting to explode very soon when the band came on. I just follow Steve.

We arrive at a door. Steve turns to me and indicates, okay, you wait here. He pushes open the door and a huge cloud of pot smoke comes pouring out of the room, right out of a Cheech & Chong movie, an overwhelming blast. I’ve plenty of experience with smoking pot by this time (I’d first smoked weed, of much weaker potency, thirteen years earlier), but in this moment I’m tinged with fear: I’m backstage at a Grateful Dead concert, about to have a meeting with Jerry Garcia, which I know is actually an audition for the job of directing the band’s first live mass-media event, using untested technology to reach their fans all across America, something that had never been done before, and deliver a top-quality audiovisual experience. What could go wrong?

I stumble into the room, so thick with smoke you can’t see across it, and hear a voice to my left. It’s Garcia, welcoming me. “Hey, man!” I look at him, seated, looking up at me, and handing me the largest joint I’ve ever seen. “Here, have some of this!” The burning joint in his fingers is inches from my face, framed entirely by his big, smiling face. Garcia is a big man with a big head and an unruly penumbra of thick black hair and a full salt-and-pepper beard, always wearing his signature aviator-style glasses. He has dark eyes and animated, dancing eyebrows, a prominent nose, and big cheeks puffed out by a semipermanent grin. While performing, his movements are smooth and relaxed (except for his fingers, of course), but offstage he seems to crackle with electricity. If there isn’t a joint in his hand, there’s most likely a cigarette, unfiltered. He is missing the top two joints of his right middle finger, the result of a childhood accident (Django Reinhardt, another great guitarist, also played with the use of just eight fingers). And he always seems to be wearing the same uniform: nondescript shoes, dark pants, black tee shirt, and a plaid, long-sleeve flannel shirt, always unbuttoned, over the tee.

Confronted with the huge joint Garcia was offering me, I know immediately this is one of those what-the-fuck moments. I could say, “Oh, no thank you, I’m not feeling great, I probably shouldn’t,” or I could just run out of the room and out into the night yelling, “No, I didn’t sign up for this, I’m just a tech-type nerd from New York, not some kind of swinging psychedelic adventurer.”

I look Garcia in the eye and take the joint from him and smile and thank him and take a big toke from it. It tastes great; the quality shines through. Then I look around to my right in the haze and find someone to pass it to. There are no familiar faces, maybe eight people sitting on chairs and a sofa and upturned road boxes. They note my arrival, but quickly go back to their chatter and laughter.

Garcia waves me into the room, “C’mon in, sit down!” I smile and nod and quickly realize there is nowhere to sit. Steve, still in the doorway, notices as well, and he suddenly barks at this big, scowling Hells Angels guy sitting on a road box beside Garcia. “Hey, Tiny, give him your seat!”

Holy shit! Now I’m really alarmed. The Hells Angel turns his head to look at me, his scowl deepening, then slowly gets up, grumbling menacingly. Inside, I’m shouting, “No, No, I don’t need a seat, don’t do this to me, please, please,” but I keep my cool, nodding politely to Tiny as Steve takes him outside and closes the door.

As soon as I sit down, Garcia turns to me with that big, happy grin, and makes a sweet greeting, “Glad you could make it, good to meet you, how was your flight?” I’m relieved that he does in fact know who I am and that I’m here at his behest, and he seems like a really nice guy.

The giant joint goes between us again, and the weed begins to hit me; my God, this is not like what we smoke in New York. I try to relax into the high. I’ve been directing film and video of rock bands for five years, and I’m accustomed to the backstage world and the shenanigans of successful musicians, the wild drug-fueled partying, the groupies, as they were called then, and naturally I know that Grateful Dead has a hard-won reputation for on-tour excess. On the other hand, as a professional, I’m also well aware of their reputation for demanding the best technical standards in everything they do, and they treat their crews and their fans very well, keeping ticket costs down and the quality of their sound way up.

Garcia explains to me that tonight is the first night in a fifteen-show run at the Warfield, and that they are adding an acoustic set at the start of the show, something they haven’t done in a long time. Their fans are all worked up about it. After the Warfield run, the Dead are booked to play some shows at the Saenger in New Orleans, and then move to Radio City Music Hall in New York, where they will do another eight-show residency. The last show will be on Halloween, and it will be televised via a closed-circuit broadcast to twenty or more theaters across the United States, something that has never been done before, and also simulcast across the nation on FM radio. He’s articulate and speaks quickly as he briefs me, while making sure I’m keeping up with him. Fans will buy tickets to see the band on huge color screens in theaters equipped with state-of-the-art PA systems—good and loud. And I start to understand why I am sitting here with him: Because I am someone who can help make this happen.

I mention to Garcia that I recently filmed a live concert of the Meters and the Neville Brothers at the Saenger Theatre in New Orleans. The Meters are well known for their improvisational playing, which can be difficult for film directors to capture, and which Grateful Dead are of course famous for—lots and lots of improvisation. Garcia smiles and nods knowingly, as if he has seen some of the footage already, or maybe he has spoken to Art Neville about it, or maybe he’s just signaling, “Yeah, you just filmed the Meters and the Nevilles, two of the greatest bands ever, and somehow you got that gig, and I heard it went well, and so that qualifies you to be sitting here.” I’ll never know.

I am now firmly in the grip of the weed. It’s like I’m watching a movie, another Fellini movie maybe, a movie that I’m also in.

Bob Weir pops in suddenly, acoustic guitar slung around his neck, laughing, the sound from the venue above surging until he shuts the door, then the revelers in the room greeting him. He strikes me as a very relaxed, outgoing guy, male-model good-looking, athletic, in marked contrast to Garcia. He makes a reference to the impending disaster of the acoustic set, Garcia returns the jocular repartee, and it’s clear that doing an acoustic set is Garcia’s idea and everyone else is going along with it. Then Weir refers cryptically to the director auditions going on for the Halloween broadcast: “Is this one of the guys?” referring to me (we had not formally met). Apparently, there may be one or more other directors, maybe already come and gone, or maybe still lurking about, and my previous East Coast insecurities calmed by talking with Garcia are suddenly inflamed again. Weir exits, still laughing. Jeez! What am I in for?

Parish ushers someone else out of the room, brings Tiny the Hells Angel back into the room, and gives him the seat. Tiny glares at me.

Garcia seems to notice my… shall we say slight discomfort—I’m so high my head is spinning—but he presents that warm, reassuring smile, signaling that all will be okay. I had no idea then, but over the next fifteen years I’d grow accustomed to his ability to make others comfortable. Even in that moment, I could see he was a warm and gracious man. Something of a charm machine.

My brain fog lifts gradually as we fall back to talking about the Radio City shows in New York and the closed-circuit theatrical event on Halloween. The subject of hosts for the broadcast comes up. Garcia and the band like Franken and Davis, the hot Saturday Night Live writing and performing team, and yeah maybe we should prerecord a bunch of comedy skits to fill out the band’s thirty- or forty-minute breaks between sets, and I point out that this meant that, yeah, we’d have to move fast if we were going to shoot this material here in San Francisco. D-day was only a month away and they’d be too busy to shoot comedy by the time they got to New York.

He understands immediately and nods enthusiastically, and says, “So we should get Franken and Davis here right away so we can get to work!” I nod along, but then feel a rush of, “Woah, Nelly, this is moving fast”—I haven’t been hired yet. He picks up on my sudden, slight blanch—this is my first exposure to Executive Garcia—and he leans in a bit and softens his tone, as if reassuring a child, and says, “Just tell Sue the plan, it’ll get taken care of.” I’m impressed, and I think, “It’s good to be the King.”

Even through my deep weed fog, I can feel and am impressed with his honesty and his deep understanding of what I will need to know in order to figure out what my role in it would be and if I would want to do it. And the it was the job of directing the band’s first live mass-media event, an audiovisual experiment really, in transmitting a live multicamera show to two dozen or so theaters all across the country. In 1980 there was no other way to play live to all your fans; there was no cable, no satellite TV, and the three major networks were not interested.

Garcia turns away from me with a hand-up, give-me-a-second gesture, and smiles and nods at Tiny and leans toward him, “Hey, man, so tell me, what’s up? How’re you doing?” You could see Tiny’s eyes widen a little. He sits up straight, puts his hands on his knees, clears his throat, and starts to speak. “I come tonight with a message for you from Mr. Sonny Barger, the president of the Oakland Chapter of the Hells Angels. He sends you his warm regards and his best wishes for the first show of this historical acoustic big run that you start tonight at the Warfield, and he regrets that he cannot attend in person…”

Garcia laughs delightedly, nods appreciatively to Tiny: “Thanks, man, that was great! Listen, would you send a message back to Sonny? Just tell him I was really, really glad to hear from him tonight, okay?” Tiny bows his head briefly, much relieved, and returns to his earlier statue form. I learned later that Barger had recently completed a prison sentence, but was still under house arrest, and so couldn’t make the show tonight.

Parish pops in suddenly and yells, “Ten minutes!” Tiny and a few others get up and shuffle out, so now it’s down to me and Garcia and two or three others who apparently know they can stay; Garcia reassures me with a hand gesture, so I make no move to leave. He picks up his giant Martin acoustic guitar and starts to strum.

Someone pokes their head around the door and asks Garcia if he wants a boost from the Doctor, apparently an injection of unspecified but certainly benign ingredients meant to enhance your imminent performance. Garcia declines, politely but firmly, and the guy leaves.



Now he starts playing, with some focus, improvising, obviously warming up for the show. I sit back, feeling like the talk time is over, and feeling comfortable and happy, this has gone well, and this guy is knowledgeable about the project we are planning… and that he is really sweet and smart.

Parish pops in to announce, “Five minutes!” He holds the door open. You can hear the sound of the crowd now, even down here in the bowels of the theater, you can feel their anticipation. Almost as one, the visitors rise to their feet and bolt for the door, and I get up to join them. This is obviously the time for Garcia to be alone. But he glances up at me and says, “No, sit down,” without missing a beat in his playing. I sit. Parish closes the door.

Now it’s me, Garcia, and his music. I am high—and how, yes. I am momentarily confused by what has just happened, but I am also able to just let it go. This music he’s playing is beautiful, he wants me to stay, so “Shut up” I say to my mind… and I let go…

What follows is a gorgeous, intimate musical journey, one of the greatest guitarists of all time playing his giant Martin in this little room with no one else here but me. He’s playing rapid arpeggios, as you’d expect in a warm-up, but also melodies were weaving in and out, bits of songs, pieces of ethereal music, going deeper and deeper…

Now I’m not just high from the weed, I’m definitely getting off on his playing. I have no thoughts, only feelings, and it feels really, really good.

Time stands still. He’s not paying any attention to me; he’s just doing his thing. I’m basically just tripping on the music, now hypnotized, wandering off into another dimension… I’m not aware of who I am or where I am anymore…

Suddenly, the door flies open, the spell is broken, and you can hear and feel the roar of the crowd, a huge crescendo, responding to the houselights-out cue, the band is about to come out, the building is vibrating. Parish yells forcefully, “Now, now, now, let’s go, let’s go!”

Garcia snaps to, jumps up, Martin in hand, and exits the room, Parish pulls the door shut behind him. I am shocked back in to the present.

I’m left sitting there, suddenly sealed in this little room, by myself, all alone, high as a fucking kite. Wait, where am I? I work my way back to reality, step by step, and it’s good, okay, but what am I supposed to do now? Something tells me I’m in no shape to just wander around backstage or into the theater. For one thing, I have no backstage IDs or band-only laminates to grease my way. So, I decide to just sit there for a while, breathe, I’m safe and sound. I can hear the thunderous roar of the crowd as the band takes the stage and eventually starts to play.

After a while a young woman steps delicately into the room, all smiles, carrying some passes for me. Softly she approaches, probably sensing my condition, and sweetly offers to escort me to my seat. I nod once for yes, and follow her through the narrow corridors, passing Tiny as he comes the other way. I swear he growls at me. I smile back politely, edging closer to my escort.

Now, looking back forty years, I am still touched by how well the band treated me. After all, someone must’ve eventually said, “Hey, where’s this Dell’Amico director guy we’re supposed to take care of?” And they went and found me.

My seat was in the first row of the balcony at the Warfield, the best seats in the house, right next to the lighting director and the sound mixer, the legendary pair Candace Brightman and Dan Healy. When I got there the band was already well into their acoustic set, and it was an awesome scene. The sound and lighting were fantastic, the crowd was ape-shit happy, and the band sounded and played great.

And that’s how I met Jerry Garcia.

When I look back now on that day at the Warfield and wonder why Garcia had gone to the trouble of seeking me out, I realize he had always taken a keen interest in visual and sound recording technology and mass-media developments, and how the Dead could and should interact with this evolution. On that day, he was just doing his thing, playing his role in imagining and bringing about whatever the next new thing might be, for him, his band, their extended family, their legion of fans, their subculture. It had been in his DNA all along.

He’d established himself as a thought leader in a two-part cover-featured interview for Rolling Stone in the ’60s, he’d pushed for the Dead to participate in the Richard Lester film Petulia (1968), he’d provided original music for Michelangelo Antonioni’s mind-blowing 1970 film Zabriskie Point, and he was the chief advocate for the notorious The Grateful Dead Movie, shot in the early ’70s and privately distributed in 1977.

When I came into Garcia’s world in 1980, maybe he was looking for some good tools for their immediate needs, to help facilitate the brand-new idea of electronic-theatrical distribution of their music to their subculture, and strengthen and build that subculture, and maybe also to ready themselves for the new world that the looming debut of MTV, finally born in 1981, and the arrival of home video technology (Betamax, VHS, then later laser discs and DVDs) might create. And maybe Garcia decided after spending a little time with me that I might be a good tool, and what happened that day at the Warfield was a bit of a seduction, bringing me into his and Grateful Dead’s gravitational field, and ultimately their orbit.






[image: Image]
Jerry and Phil Lesh, pay-per-view broadcast, Radio City Music Hall, NYC, Halloween 1980. Photo courtesy ©Jay Blakesberg/Retro Photo Archive.






Chapter 2 THE HALLOWEEN 1980 SHOOT


The day after that first Warfield show, I was asked to stick around for a while, come to the shows so everyone can talk, get to know each other, see some more shows at the Warfield, all expenses paid, relax, while the band decided what they were going to do. Like I’m gonna say, Nah, I got something better to do? These people were very intriguing.

I got the directing gig. Al Franken and Tom Davis, the hot writing team and sketch comedy artists on Saturday Night Live, would host the closed-circuit broadcast from Radio City on Halloween, and they were brought in during the Warfield run (September 25 to October 14, 1980) to work with the band and me to produce a bunch of sketch comedy bits to use as roll-ins during that live performance broadcast (a roll-in is a prerecorded segment of a live broadcast that is designed to be played back and blend in seamlessly to give the production people a chance to breathe and prepare for the next events).

From that day in September when I met Garcia to Halloween, when the first national closed-circuit broadcast by a musical act in the United States was a done deal and over, my life was an amazing blur of activity. My first job was to direct the comedy bits written and acted by Al and Tom that would be filmed in and around the Warfield, and which would be played back a few weeks later as if they were live from Radio City (the Warfield standing in for Radio City). Franken and Davis, dressed in tuxedos, would be hosting the live Halloween broadcast as if it were a telethon called Jerry’s Kids, to benefit the neediest of the young people who liked to follow the band around. My second job would be the three-day shoot beginning October 29, including the live broadcast on October 31 at Radio City. Many comedy bits that we put in the can for later use on Halloween were only just backups, in case of technical problems during the live broadcast, and were actually reshot live during the Halloween broadcast. I’m proud to say that you couldn’t tell the difference between the roll-ins from the Warfield and the real live pieces from Radio City when you were watching the broadcast, or Dead Ahead, the home video version that was released later.

I had no time to reflect on what this might demand of me or mean for my career or anything like that. I had to get busy to make sure that it was actually technically possible for us to rent two dozen or so theaters across America, put in top-notch rock ’n’ roll sound systems and giant color video projectors in all of them, and distribute via satellite a broadcast-standard signal of a multicamera video shoot from a bunch of trucks parked outside of Radio City, one of the largest and most beautiful legit theaters in the world (in other words, one fully equipped to host huge theatrical events, with an enormous stage to hold many sets for different acts of a musical or play, a vast loft space, flies above the stage for lowering and pulling up props and huge backdrops in a matter of seconds, endless lighting pipes and fixtures, movable parts of the stage, trapdoors, and so on). Much of the credit for the event goes to technical director Thom Drewke, whom I’d been working with for five years at the Capitol Theatre in Passaic, New Jersey. I continued to rely on Thom as technical director for much of my work until the end of the century.

I realized quickly that once Garcia and the band set their mind on doing something, they don’t fool around, when Franken and Davis appeared in San Francisco almost instantaneously. Those guys were wicked smart and funny. You could tell from the get-go they had been best friends forever and were as close as any two people I’ve ever met in show business. We got on well, all of us New Yorkers around the same age, and they were big Dead fans and already close with the band. And they knew that because this would be a closed-circuit broadcast—that is, private, for ticket holders only—there would be no rules governing content, no FCC oversight, and we could do whatever the fuck we wanted, basically. I could see the gleam in their eyes about that, particularly Davis’s, which was a little worrisome to me, as he was the wilder of the two.

While the band was playing fifteen shows at the Warfield, Franken and Davis, along with me and a lot of production staff, were staying in a hotel in San Francisco. Al and Tom were writing, and I was coordinating production gear and crew and liaising with the band, their office and crew, and the Warfield staff. Almost all the comedy sketches—and there were a shit-ton of them—involved members of the band as actors, and I was always trying to simplify the bits or shorten them, because in my experience, musicians, rock stars, are not necessarily able to cope with stuff like learning lines, hitting marks, doing an excruciating number of takes, showing up on time… y’know, movie and television stuff. But Tom and Al were just irrepressibly positive and gung ho. We’d schedule filming with band members either on their days off or on afternoons before their nightly shows. We got a huge amount of very funny stuff, most of it used during the Halloween broadcast and seen only by that audience in those theaters, and then a smaller part of it was used on the follow-on 1981 home video release Dead Ahead and the 1982 Showtime TV special called Live Dead! But it’s all in the vault, to this day!

Tom and Al were accustomed to working very fast and at very high budget levels as veterans of SNL, a weekly hit network show. It was hard for them to accept any limitations on their creativity. They were so goddamned excited to be working with the Dead, and their energy was infectious. At some point I realized that there was basically a huge open spigot of money funding all this insanity, and I just had to ride it. The Halloween concert broadcast generated a lot of income, of course, and after the home video sales run of Dead Ahead, a lot more money came in. Dead Ahead was rereleased several times over the decades, so I’m quite sure the band and everyone else did quite well in the long run.

After the Warfield run and the comedy filming ended on October 15, I relocated to my home in New York City, where I had exactly two weeks to recover and prep for the Radio City shoot, October 29–31, which involved rehearsing and shooting more comedy, and of course the live concerts. And did I mention that Radio City had never before hosted a live multi-camera production?

My main takeaway from that whole experience, from meeting, or auditioning, with Garcia through to the Halloween broadcast, was how amazingly game the six guys in the band were to undertake this wild, risky theatrical broadcast concept in the first place, quite obviously because of Garcia’s leadership and advocacy, and then how game they were to put their energy into filming the comedy bits. It wasn’t that they were simply submitting to the demands of their commitment to a live event that would require material to fill big chunks of downtime while they took breaks between their three sets. Knowing that the audience in theaters out there would need to be entertained, they were actively participating in it, adjusting their acting to notes from me and Al and Tom for the next take, and the one after that. None of them ever complained or acted put-upon; they just went with the flow, it was amazing. I came to understand that it was in their historical DNA, given their roots in the Kesey Acid Tests in 1965 and ’66, to just step right into absolutely unknown territory, to take big chances, do stuff that had never been done before, damn the torpedoes, all while having a good time. I came to understand that the Garcia ethos seemed to be, “Why would we want to do something if we weren’t going to have fun?” in contrast to the more generally accepted show business response: “For the money.”

Just to give you an example: Al and Tom came up with the concept of a big frame for the Halloween broadcast. It would be a satiric take on Jerry Lewis’s annual Labor Day telethon (a huge broadcast network event Lewis hosted from the mid-1960s into the 2000s) to raise money for kids suffering from muscular dystrophy, who came to be known as “Jerry’s kids”—only Jerry’s kids would be Garcia’s and not Jerry Lewis’s. All the details would be vague, but the entire Halloween broadcast was framed as a “Jerry’s Kids” telethon, an obviously provocative premise, arguably in very poor taste. But that is my point: We all did it anyway, and the comic possibilities were endless.

We pretended that the right middle finger Garcia had lost in an accident when he was a kid had been kept on ice all these years, and it would be offered as a prize for the largest donation to our live Jerry’s Kids Halloween telethon. I was there when Garcia heard about this idea, and the film production that it would require: He’d show the finger, in a cotton-lined wooden box, to Al, using one of his own functioning fingers, which he’d wiggle a bit, and then later the finger would escape the box and be seen running around to the ominous sounds of the theme from Jaws, and it would have to be captured. He just loved it, went with it, acted his part for it. I would think that the average or typical musical genius making big bucks might shy away from spotlighting a physical deformity that resulted from a traumatic family accident for the sake of what some hired creatives thought would get some laughs, but not Garcia.

Thus far in my early showbiz career, I had never seen such a willingness to go with wild and crazy stuff just to see what happens, but also never since, after my work with Garcia and the Dead ended in the 1990s. The methodology of Grateful Dead, if you could call it that—it might be better understood as an anti-methodology that could either end in chaos or stunning creative progress—was clearly rooted in the early and mid ’60s psychedelic evolution and the Acid Tests that were its first flowering.

My experience working with Garcia in 1980 and the years following changed me profoundly. It opened me up to possible ways of doing things, of working in film, television, the entertainment business: how to laugh in the face of pressure and adversity, having faith and belief in ourselves to achieve our goals, not betting against ourselves (for example by saying “we can’t do that, that’s overreaching, so it’s better not to try, since we could fail”). I was in many creative planning or production meetings with Garcia, and when he sensed some “unevolved thinking,” he’d lean forward and say, “Hey, wait. We have what we need.” He meant we have the technological tools, we have the desire and the will, and we have creative thinking. If we can’t see the way to a particular goal right now, we just have to figure out a different route. The key is to not give in to our insecurities or fear of failure. He seemed to think of this view as self-evident, axiomatic. Like, “How do you think we humans got to this point?”

Do it or don’t do it, but if you decide to do it, then start from the premise that we are all working together toward a common goal, everyone has a right to their voice and fair treatment, park your ego and your weird sensitivities at the door, learn how to give up your fears and anxieties, and learn how to embrace the goal of having a good time as at least as important as creating “a professional product,” or coming in on time and on budget. And if you treat people right, and everyone buys in to the premise that we are all working together, fear and anxiety fade away, and the positive joy of creating something can grow and grow, and we all end up doing much more and much better than we previously knew we could, and that experience, that knowledge, that the enjoyment of what we’re doing as a first and primary goal is not just a desired side effect, but it’s also one of the best guarantors of a positive outcome, a great show, a great film, a great broadcast, can be life-changing. And also, you will find that as the project moves forward, you will attract amazing positive input from new people, formerly strangers, who will help you along the way. And if it doesn’t work out as well as we hoped, well, there’s always tomorrow—plus, we had a good time!

I adapted my approach to producing and directing for the rest of my working life from what I learned from Garcia and working with the Dead and found that it helped me tremendously. Film production can be a stressful, tense environment. There’s a lot of money on the line, no one knows if the project will be a hit or a flop, and there are dozens or hundreds of people involved, most of whom don’t know each other and haven’t worked together before. A lot of interpersonal friction is possible, head butting (especially among the males of the species), power games, on and on. You’ve got the studio or the money people or the clients over here, and the writers and actors over there, and the crew, the people who actually make the film, lighting, camera, production design, costume, hair and makeup, special effects, picture and sound editors, composers; it’s just amazingly complex. As filmmaker Jean Cocteau once put it, “A great film is an accident.” Most of what we work on turns out to be either not very good or not profitable. Just the way it is (except for the work of Stanley Kubrick, and arguably, the Coen brothers, Bergman, Buñuel, Kurosawa, Antonioni, and a few others).

I learned the concepts of deflecting negative thinking or prophetic fear, letting go of anxiety about what could go wrong, floating in some sense with everything that’s going on in any large production, having faith that the thing we’re working on will manifest itself, with all of our participation. And if we’re lucky, it will happen at that moment when we are going live into a lot of homes, or onto film or videotape. The idea that the thing will manifest itself, rather than be forged out of the intent or force of will of a director or an entire production team, was a revelation to me, but it resonated strongly with my own spiritual development, which in turn had been greatly shaped by my experience with the Halloween pay-per-view event and the making of Dead Ahead.

By 1980, the time of our Radio City broadcast, the technology had evolved to the point that live electronic distribution into theaters was theoretically possible, and Garcia led the way, leaving films shown in theaters in the past. That pay-per-view event and subsequent home video Dead Ahead pointed the way, for Garcia. The Dead were making nice money right up front and playing live to their fans, and then making more money from the back end, the release to home video. They were doing what they’d always done, playing live concerts, only now two new revenue streams had been added at virtually no cost to the band, simultaneously growing their audience and promoting their ability to bond together in the future, toward any goal of their choosing.

There was a wild party at the hotel where everyone was staying following the Halloween broadcast. It was a huge suite, two bathrooms, a mountain of food and booze set out on a big, long table. A lot of the production crew were there. Weir put in some time, which meant an accompanying entourage of beautiful young women. Garcia was there. Al Franken and Tom Davis were there, still in their tuxedos as I recall, now disheveled, but clearly elated because the show went so well—their live bits and the roll-ins went down great, and their introducing the Dead to the crowd at Radio City remains one of the most electrifying and hilarious moments I’ve ever experienced.

At some point, well into the proceedings, a bunch of us, maybe a dozen, were seated around the long table, smoking, drinking, and nibbling. Garcia and me were at one end, across from each other, and everyone’s in a really good mood. Tom Davis came in and put a hand on Garcia’s shoulder and addressed us all ceremoniously: “Great night, good show.” He then pulled a business-size envelope out of his inside jacket pocket, pulled an empty plate toward him, and dumped an enormous pile of cocaine onto it. Everyone was stunned, cheering; Garcia giggled. Tom then with a flare stuck two finely cut straws into the pile of blow and moved it carefully, directly in front of Garcia. I had seen a lot of the behind-the-scenes lives of rock stars up to this point in my life, but I gotta say this was something I hadn’t seen; I was impressed. That mountain of cocaine, already finely cut and ready for consumption, was maybe several ounces—it was a shitload of blow. I noticed that Al made a hasty exit at that point; it was clear that he didn’t always agree with Tom’s behavior.

There were lots of oohs and ahhs and laughter at this wonderful ceremonial moment (it was the dawn of the ’80’s, people). Garcia enjoyed the moment, and after Davis moved the plate in front of him and stuck the straws into the sparkling little mountain, Garcia leaned over it, grinning, looked around at all of us, and placed his elbows on the table surrounding the plate, pulled out a straw, and did a huge hit. Applause all around.

Time passed. It seemed obvious the plate of blow would be passed around the table—that’s just standard etiquette—but that was not happening. Instead, the plate remained in front of Garcia, who partook of it occasionally, but not excessively, in no apparent hurry to share the party favor.

I was of course pretty high, booze and weed and friends and coworkers partying, loving the afterglow of a risky and daring plan coming together successfully, but I remember observing Garcia’s behavior as somewhat odd. He must have been aware of all these other people present who would love to have a big snort, but… was he toying with them? Toying with their obvious desire? Or was he somehow unaware that if he did all of that blow himself he would certainly die, or best-case scenario suffer cardiac arrest and a trip to the ER? I didn’t know him that well at that point, but I’m sure he knew what he was doing. I think he wanted to see who had the guts to treat him like a regular person and ask him to share.

A member of the video crew seated next to Garcia finally said to him, “Hey, do you mind if I have some of that?” Garcia just grinned and said, “Sure,” and pushed the plate down the table, and that was it. Was it performative? Was he conducting a private social science experiment to see who would break the wall of pretense and ask him to share? And if no one would make that move, was it really incumbent on him to offer to share? I know it sounds somewhat far-fetched, but from my experience with Grateful Dead, if this scene had been set within the confines of the Dead family, others would have swarmed him immediately after his ceremonial first snort and shoved him aside to get their own hits, and everyone would be laughing. But this setting was not just Dead family members exclusively, and many of the broadcast and video-production crew were unknown to him by name—he’d gotten used to everyone because we were all around him onstage during production. Maybe he was trying to break down some kind of barrier…

I remember coming to at dawn the next morning. I was sprawled on a couch and most everyone had gone. I opened my eyes to the half-light, still half asleep, or more accurately, semiconscious, and I could vaguely make out these two gorgeous young women standing over me, looking down, having a smoke, and quietly chatting, wondering what to do with me in my helpless state. They were wide awake, taking care of business, and they helped me to my feet and guided me to my room.
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