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  “Funny, infuriating, and deeply poignant.”—Daily Telegraph
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  —Observer (London)
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  No way could we have done this book ourselves. So here’s to the people who made us look good: the hardworking people, the salt of the earth, our wives, ex-wives, friends, and people we talked into stuff.




  May the sublime tintinnabulation of temple bells and the ululations of a thousand Tuareg tribeswomen ring in your mind’s eye while you read your names, elevated ones! You, Tony Secunda, out of whose fitful head — like Athena from the head of Zeus — this book first sprang. May flights of angels sing thee to thy rest; Hannah Williams who tirelessly transcribed our interviews; Blair Jackson who read and annotated the manuscript (and saved us from innumerable embarrassments); and, editrice divina, Coco Dalton, whose celestial ear made us sing where previously we only mumbled.




  Several drumrolls and the blowing of rams’ horns, please! For Sam Cutler, Dan Healy, Betty Matthews Cantor Jackson, Gary Jackson, Bob Matthews, Mountain Girl, Ron Rakow, Danny Rifkin, Nicki Scully, Tangerine Steinbrecker, Sue Swanson, and Bob Weir, who gave freely of their knowledge (and opinions!).




  Sleighbells and tin whistles begin your tumult! For David Gans, Dan Levy, Mike Mattil, Jeffrey Nonvalk, Richard Sassin, John Scott, Frankie Secunda, Alan Trist, Brian Williams, and Ken Zeiger who skillfully led us through the labyrinths of arcana and the deserts of solecism.




  And last but not least, greetings to you, O great pharaoh, our editor, Michael Pietsch, who had the wisdom and foresight to sign us up and must many times thereafter have asked himself, What hath I wrought? but continued politely to ask “When do you think I might see something?”
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  The World’s Biggest Crystal
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  RRRING! BRRRING! BRRRING!




  “Rock, please! Just a little taste, I’m desperate.”




  Brrring! Brrring! Brrring!




  “I think I’m too shaky to play, man. I’m not kidding.”




  Brrring! Brrring!




  “Rock, ol’ buddy, you know your phone’s been busy for the last forty minutes? Say, you gonna be there awhile?”




  It’s been just two days since the Great London Dope Reformation in which we all burned our stashes in a gigantic bonfire. Funny thing is, now everyone is real down on themselves for having done it. My hotel room is fast becoming the set for a bad stage play—a farce in which one character appears at the front door while another disappears out the back. It is going to be a very long afternoon if this keeps up. Not even noon and there’s not a damn thing to do until sound check at 4:30.




  I have to think of something to get everybody’s mind off my stash. I know . . . REDIRECT! Perhaps a little field trip—nothing too stimulating or time consuming (this eliminates whorehouses, barcrawling, and a search for needle park).




  I flip through my chamber of commerce package: “Welcome to Munich, the carefree Bavarian world-city. The motto of our fair city, translated from the medieval Latin, is ‘Live and let live.’”Awright!




  Let’s see now . . . there’s the German Museum of Hunting and Fishing with the world’s largest collection of fishhooks, a scenic cruise down the River Isar, a guided tour of Dachau (I don’t think so). Or there’s Europe’s oldest marionette theater, the porcelain museum, clog dancing, or a tour of the world-renowned Bavarian film industry (“Hollywood of the North”). Not exactly what I had in mind. “An invigorating climb into the colossal head of the statue of Bavaria.y” Now that is tempting but. . . . Aha! This is it! Definitely. The Museum of Everything Ever Invented! Bridges, guns, spirogyros, an actual operating sausage-making machine, tiny scaled replicas of the Reichstag and Köln Cathedral made out of matchsticks and . . . “the world’s most comprehensive display of pharmaceutical miracles.” This entry is quite innocently followed by a list of the favorite drugs of Garcia and company.




  As a group, the Grateful Dead have a very finely developed appreciation for industrial surrealism, and this place sounds like a monument to insane contraptions. It promises to be an afternoon of pure Dada. Garcia is up for it. Lesh wants to rent a Mercedes and tour the local vineyards, but I talk him out of it by reading off a list of vintage cars and antiquated musical instruments in the museum’s collection. Kreutzmann and Hart are game for anything and Weir is like your kid brother—he always wants to tag along.




  The Deutsches Museum is about twenty minutes away on a little island in the middle of the River Isar. It’s a cavernous place and it really does contain Everything a German Ever Made (excluding the two World Wars). Steam cars, banko engines, U-boats, the bridge project in Egypt, the canal in Morocco, dams, atomic watches, electric guns, peach pitters, rubber-band-making machines. Just all this stuff. It’s their Smithsonian.




  There’s something spooky about the place, vast and oppressive like Xanadu in Citizen Kane. We seem to be the only people there, and our footsteps echo as we cross the main hall. “We all meet back here at the moon rock at four o’clock sharp. Okay?”




  Lesh is dragging Weir off to see the three-wheel Messerschmitt cockpit car and in no time everyone has scattered. I yell “SOUND CHECK at four thirty!” and my voice echo-oo-oo-ooes through the marble halls.




  I wander around looking at this and that. The world’s largest collection of (empty) beer bottles, a working brewery. There’s a section where you press a button and a miniature coal mine springs to life futilely hauling up wobbly little wagons filled with coal. Or a canning factory that shudders into action, shaking and rumbling. Any jerk with a job on an assembly line can see this any day of the week, but it’s cheap thrills, and in the end I try them all out. It’s almost four before I get back to the moon rock. Nobody there. Actually there’s nobody in the whole joint except for a straggling group of schoolchildren, and when they leave, a sinister silence falls.




  In a huge canvas sack like the Olympia Halle the sound check is crucial. Balancing the instruments, checking power surges and so on, not to mention greasing the usual officials. We’re twenty minutes from the hotel, the hotel is twenty minutes from the Olympia Halle, and the band doesn’t even know what city they’re in.




  Four fifteen. Still no sign of anyone. I find Phil Lesh buying postcards and go to look for the others. When I get back with Mickey Hart and Bill Kreutzmann, Lesh has disappeared. I position Hart and Kreutzmann next to the moon rock and tell them not to move until I get back. Guards follow us everywhere. I finally locate Phil Lesh and Bobby Weir checking out the antique cars. Back at the moon rock, Mickey Hart is tapping out a samba with a couple of ball-point pens, but Kreutzmann has gone walkabout. He finally turns up outside, very pleased with himself for having pulled off a bunco scam in the gift shop.




  It’s closing time. Everyone’s found except Garcia. Turns out nobody had seen him all afternoon. The others suggest we spread out through the museum. This, I know, is a terrible idea. The only thing to do is to get the four I have and put them in a cab (which I do).




  The museum is closing, the lights are going out. I am crying GAR-CI-A! over and over throughout this desperate-looking place. He could be anywhere. And after a while, I realize I’m lost. Where the hell am I? I read the sign Halle des Dampfmaschine. Except for the guards (and, hopefully, the missing Garcia) I’m the only one left in the place.




  The Herr Wachtmeister bars my way. Cold, chlorine blue eyes that look like two holes drilled through his head. I explain that Jerry Garcia—you never heard of the Grateful Dead?—well anyway,JERRY GARCIA is missing and I’ve got to find him in order to avoid rioting and a national crisis. See, we’re late for our sound check, man, and . . . oh, never mind.




  “Zer ist no vun left in museum. Absolutely. All guards are starting from back of museum and progressing exactly to front, starting at die Kriegesbaukunst Halle and—”




  “Yeah, yeah, yeah. But listen, he’s in here somewhere and no offense, man, but I’M NOT LEAVING UNTIL I FIND HIM!”




  “You have ten minutes precisely then you leave, with Señor Barcia or no, verstanden?”




  I begin running down the corridors. Past the Hall of the Sea Spiders. Good Lord! What is that? Endless warrens, corridors, alcoves, courtyards leading into other wings. There are ten miles of corridors in the place. Halls filled with atrocity machines specifically designed to obliterate you totally. A wall plaque reads: “With its unparalleled firepower it can cut a man in half at 200 meters.”




  Poor Garcia’s been swallowed up in this vast, Gothic place. . . . He could be anywhere. Perhaps the guards mistook him for an exhibit. Nothing really about this in the roadie manual. Perhaps he’s in the serious machinery department or . . . musical instruments! The pianos, the Klienhoffers, the Bössendorfers, the Steinways. No, my God, he’s not in musical instruments. Ah, the gun collection! He loves Walther pistols. I find rows on rows of every conceivable issue of Walthers, Schmeisers, Lugars. Then on through the aeronautics—Stukas,Fokkers,V-1s. Machines, bridges, boats, cars. Then I remember the world’s most comprehensive display of pharmaceutical miracles.




  The Hall of Wonder Drugs is huge, a mind-boggling exhibition of German pharmacology. Morphine, methamphetamine, adolphine (a synthetic heroin named for Hitler), etc. Each drug exhibit has a complete mini-history next to it. The label next to methamphetamine tells how it was given to Stuka pilots during World War Two, how the soldiers on the Russian front took it to stay up. How it was a favorite drug of the Führer. We are informed of its various nicknames: ersatz café, blitz powder, etc.




  And there, at last, is the Great Barcia himself, standing in front of a glass display case with a beatific look on his face. Inside this case rests a huge stalactite-like rock with little forests of crystal clinging to its surface, at least fifteen inches across. Garcia is enraptured, mesmerized.




  “Hey, ma-aan, would you check out the size of this sucker? With a thing like that you could start a new religion!”




  “But what is it?”




  “What this is, man, is pure cocaine hydrochloride. We have before us the world’s largest coke crystal! These professors grew it in a huge concave petri dish, and they’ve kept it since 1897! Get the rest of the guys, man, get ’em in here, they’ve got to see this!”




  “Jerry, they all left hours ago. We looked for you everywhere. C’mon, man, let’s get out of here. Maybe we can still make sound check.”
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  In the dressing room backstage I lie down on the beat-up Naugahyde couch patched with gaffer’s tape. I need a moment to collect my thoughts. I hear the soothing strains of “Tennessee Jed” over the PA. A thousand random thoughts float through my poor fevered brain, weaving in and out of the lyrics. God, I must’ve heard this song a couple of hundred times at least but suddenly they seem oracular: “You know you bound to end up dead / If you don’t head back to Tennessee, Jed. . . .”




  The fiends! Why are you singing these words to me? You know I have no Tennessee to go back to; I have no life outside the band and, er, drugs. The Dead are my Tennessee. Shit, I’ve got to get off this train of thought at the next station.




  I haven’t slept in days, I’m blitzed, I’m jonesing and running on fumes and beginning to understand how the Flying Dutchman felt after a couple of hundred years on deck. After some eight hundred or nine hundred Dead gigs, it’s all blending together in one long endless tour. I’m a doomed sailor, O Lord, on the Ship of the Dead! As I drift off, my mind strays back to how I first came aboard. . . .




  2




  The Octagon Is in Place
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  IT’S THE BEGINNING of December 1965, the night I first see the Grateful Dead. I’m promoting a Family Dog concert at San Francisco’s lovely old California Hall. The original Family Dog consists of Ellen Harmon, Luria Castell, George Hunter, amplified autoharpist from the Charlatans, and myself. We all live in a big house in the Haight at 1334 Waller Street. We hold parties there on the weekend and when they begin overflowing onto the sidewalk we move them to the old union halls. In our hapless way we have graduated to promoting concerts. If this works out we figure we can start booking groups like the Lovin’ Spoonful and Frank Zappa. Then maybe the Beatles, the Stones, Dylan! Well, it could happen.




  But, on this particular night we’ve neglected to find out what else is going on. This is the first rule of promoting concerts, but how were we to know? Turns out there’s a Mime Troupe Benefit at the Fillmore Auditorium. There have already been two Mime Troupe benefits and they were wildly successful. I know that nobody in their right mind—given the choice between a Mime Troupe Benefit at the Fillmore and coming to see the Charlatans and a couple of other scraggly bands at California Hall—is going to choose our gig. It’s too late for us to cancel. We’ve put a down payment on the hall and the bands are coming down. So I make an arrangement with the Mime Troupe whereby if you buy a ticket to their thing you can get into our show as well—and vice versa. There will be buses running back and forth every twenty minutes between the Fillmore and California Hall. Hippie tour buses!




  Around eleven o’clock the inscrutable Owsley Stanley, the acid king, shows up at California Hall. I know h m from various scenes in the Haight where he would turn up, a mysterious presence in cloaks and operatic hats, lurking and dispensing samples of his latest batch of acid to those he deems worthy. Apparently I am now one of the elect because here he is handing me a tiny misshapen orange barrel of LSD. Up to this point I’ve weathered only the minor chakras of drugs. The one psychedelic I’ve taken is a small dose of synthetic mescaline, mescaline sulfate, in my last year at the Jung Kress, my high school in Switzerland. We’d managed to score it from Sandoz on the grounds that we were doing a science experiment.




  “Rock, come on over to the Fillmore later, there’s something I want you to see,” he says. Everything is enigmatic with Owsley. He’s not going to tell the whole story right away. He wants to zap a little of the mysterioso amigo on me first. I tell him I’ll try and make it. “Just be there,” he says darkly.




  I’m in no hurry to get over there. But by midnight I can’t curb my curiosity any longer so I jump on one of the shuttle buses.




  At the Fillmore, a scruffy group of musicians amble about the stage involved in what will become a trademark of their concerts: the interminable setting up and tuning of instruments.
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  “Formerly the Warlocks of Palo Alto,” the emcee announces in his Don Pardo voice. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the . . . Grateful Dead!”




  The what? A raking light plays over their name. G-R-A-T-E-F-U-L D-E-A-D. Hieroglyphic reeds swaying in a tomb painting. Brain-slicing words that spin endlessly across your mind like a demented skater.




  They are a bad-looking bunch—not your average hippy-dippy Haight band noodling away into the noosphere. The most conspicuous member of the group is a greasy, overweight biker type in a headband playing a Vox electric piano standing up and wailing an old Howlin’ Wolf song.




  “Ah-eetz-mo-chickenz-beh-beh-than-youz-ev-ahzeen,” he growls. The voice is full of whiskey and unfiltered cigarettes and bad company. Little hippie chicks in their tie-dyed saris shrink back from the stage. There is something vaguely unnerving about the lot of them, but it’s hard to say what. Apart from the Hell’s Angel dude they really aren’t all that mean looking, but man are they weird. Your eye darts from one to the other. Just how have such oddities gotten together in the first place?




  The blues-bellowing biker appears to be the lead singer, although you wouldn’t go so far as to call him the leader. No one is in charge. Most of the songs they do are covers and most of the covers are blues. They do “Little Red Rooster” and a lot of numbers that the early Stones used to do. The Brit blues/rock canon: Chicago blues, Chuck Berry, Elmore James. Plus some folk blues and plain old coffeehouse folk chestnuts like “I Know You Rider.” But these are not covers in the usual sense of the word. “In the Midnight Hour,” the Wicked Pickett’s two-minute 40-second Stax Volt blast, is stretched out for a quarter of an hour or more before modulating into “Early Morning Rain” (complete with out-of-phase harmonies from the two guitar players). “Early Morning Rain” peters out midway in the second verse. No one can remember the words, and they’re all too far gone to fake it.




  Deep, mellow blues . . . I have never before heard such strange, sublime music. What is that sound? More mournful than the Double E rolling down the tracks on a moonlit night. The Arkansas Traveler is complaining that his cabin doesn’t leak when it doesn’t rain, the whppoorwill’s too blue to fly, and the song we’re in is leaking like an old boat.




  An hour or so into the set and something very odd starts to happen. It’s the room, doctor. The room is breathing. Breathing deeply, like a great sonic lung from which all sounds originate and which demands all the oxygen in the world. We inhale and exhale with it as if to the great collective heartbeat of an invisible whale. We are all under the hypnotic spell of this ghostly pulse. Whoever these guys are, they are uncannily tuned into the wavelength of the room. They hover over the vibe like dragonflies.




  The words—are they words?mare sweating, liquefying back into the images whence they came. Little Mississippi Delta dioramas—shotgun shacks, live oaks, gris-gris conjure women with yellow teeth, rotting porches, bo weevils, demon-haunted crossroads,rootless, horse-mad heroes—popping up between the words.




  I . . . I . . . I . . . think, I think the . . . the . . . the . . . acid, acid is starting, is definitely starting, to come on, come on, come on. . . .




  It is the highest I’ve ever been. The roof is beginning to lift off of the place. Admittedly, on a couple of hundred mikes of Owsley acid even “This Old Man” played on a pennywhistle is going to sound pretty cataclysmic. I’m taking all that into account, but still.




  As I’m leaving the Fillmore, Owsley grabs me by the arm. He wants to know what I think of the group. Who’s kidding whom? I can’t even speak! I settle for something a little more, uh, telepathic. When you’re in this deep, semaphore will have to do.




  “Groovy,” I say, beaming the rest of the information directly through his third eye. I figure that should cover it.




  Owsley seems to have received the transmission. “The octagon is in place,” he replies. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow night, ten sharp.”
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  The next night I climb into Owsley’s Morris Minor, headed on God-knows-what cosmic errand. The guy can be as inscrutable as the Silver Surfer. He hands me another of those orange barrels of Sunshine, but this time I use my head. Since this is a business trip, I only take half!




  “So you like having your mind blown?” he asks like a sergeant sizing up a recruit for a bomb-dismantling unit.




  “Uh, blown?” I mumble, trying to think. “May I ask where we’re headed?”




  “As if you didn’t know. . . .”




  “Uh, let’s see. . . .”




  “I’m sorry, our pilot has requested that at this time you please return to your seats. We will soon be approaching beautiful down-town Palo Alto.”




  “You mean that Prankster deal at the Big Beat Club?”




  “No further information is available.”




  So, we’re on our way to an Acid Test! From what I hear these are hair-raising all-night LSD parties where anything can happen. They are not for the fainthearted. And going to an Acid Test with a guy who makes acid is a little daunting, to say the least. Also, the Big Beat is some sort of Merry Prankster clubhouse, and I’m already in awe of Ken Kesey and his mob. “Never trust a Prankster” is their motto, for God’s sake.




  The Pranksters—Ken Babbs, Page Browning, Mike Hagen, Mountain Girl, et alia—are existential practical jokers formed around the novelist Ken Kesey. Their anarchic philosophy is based on the ingestion of LSD and freaking freely. I’ve got this quirky feeling that tonight’s going to be psychic mano a mano, and Owsley is not making me feel any better. He warns me that Kesey has got the place wired.




  “Wired? As in, wired into a sound system?”




  “No, no! Wired into him, into his brain. Rock,” he says in his Movietone voice. “He’s in the wires—and when you walk into the Big Beat you are going to get wired too. He’s figured out how to control people, through electricity. That’s how he does it. I’ve seen it. He’s already done it to me once. So for God’s sake, don’t let your mind wander.”




  Poor man, I think, he’s lost it! I am trapped on the highway with a raging paranoid schizophrenic. Then again, maybe he knows something I don’t. After all, he has already been to a few of these acid maelstroms. How exactly do you protect yourself against this sort of thing? On two hundred mikes of Owsley acid there is no way your mind isn’t going to wander, now is there?




  “Owsley, I dunno about this, I feel like I’m walking into a Doctor Strange comic book, and I’m not really, you know, equipped.”




  “Not to worry,” he assures me. “You’re not being tested, tonight, Rock. You’re coming to hear a band.”




  “A band?”That sounds safe, at least.




  “The Dead. The Grateful Dead.”That name again! “You know, the guys you saw at the Fillmore last night.”




  “Oh, those guys,” I say. “They’re the world’s ugliest band!” That’s the first thing that comes into my head.




  “Forget about how they look—”




  “But,man, that really is a big part of rock ‘n’ roll. I mean,look at the Beatles or—”




  “Forget the Beatles. Listen to me, all you have to know is the Grateful Dead are going to be the greatest band in the history of the world.”




  Poor, deluded man! How can I tell him? From my brief acquaintance with Owsley I know better than to argue with him, even if I had enough brain function left to do so. He’s a genuine monomaniac. I try my best to appease him.




  “I see. . . .Yes, well, maybe I’ll hire them for one of our Family Dog shows.” I am trying to sound sincere.




  “No, no, no! You don’t want to do that.You don’t want to become a promoter. Promoters all end up ripping people off.”




  “So . . . ?”




  “So, you manage them! Find some gigs for them.”




  He’s decided that I am just the person to manage this band. In three weeks I’ve escalated from grad school dropout to make-believe promoter to . . . rock manager!




  We pull up to the Big Beat Club. The sight of it is oddly reassuring. Pure American ski-lodge kitsch. A big lumbering A-frame with neon beer signs in the window. Hardly the sinister Schloss Frankenstein filled with life-siphoning generators that I had begun to conjure up. It’s a bar on the weekends and a pizza parlor the rest of the week. The owners, having not a clue what an Acid Test is, are planning to sell a lot of drinks. They don’t.




  There are screens and white stuff hung around the place with nonstop mirages being flashed on them. At one end of the big open space there is a raised stage for live music. Down at the other end there is yet another stage, low to the ground, that Kesey and his Pranksters have built out of what look like giant Lincoln Logs. In the middle of the room is a tower made of scaffolding from which radiate lights, color wheels, movie projectors, speakers, cameras, tape recorders, slide projectors, and fans to keep the equipment from overheating. This is the Pranksters center-of-the-galaxy command center. And up there in the tower of technology, Captain Kesey is at the controls.




  Set in front of the stage is a tepee onto which slides are being projected from the inside, using the skin of the tepee as a screen. Geronimo, Sitting Bull, buffalo herds, Custer, ghost dance ceremonies, kachina dolls, war bonnets, peyote rituals. All flashing by in rapid succession on all sides of the tepee. It is killer looking, like a big camp fire with images swirling out of the flames. The America Needs Indians Sensorium, created by Prankster theorist Stewart Brand. Simultaneously—in the obligatory sensory overload mode—Kesey is up in his tower projecting his own nutty images on top of these: slides of the Prankster bus at every gas station between Stanford and Ronconcomo, parties with the Hell’s Angels, the installation of a pay phone out in his front yard (daylight and evening—with the little light on), the Pranksters hanging speakers in the trees at La Honda, the last Acid Test at Big Nig’s (with a seriously freaked out Owsley). The tribal history, in other words.




  Every so often out of the vortex of images leap messages of great cosmic import: WHY HAVE WE NEVER SEEN A PICTURE OF THE WHOLE EARTH? Stuff that on a whole bunch of acid you probably don’t want to dwell on too long!




  Brand is the serious intellectual of the trip, but the intellectuals are all by themselves with this message stuff,let me tell you. The Prankster trip is too freewheeling for moralizing.




  They have about six slide projectors, and a couple of 16mm projectors, opaque projectors oozing out the liquid light stuff. And then these incredible state-of-the-art 400-watt strobe lights that tick once a second or a thousand times a second depending on where you set the dial. A mind-boggling machine! With every flash, a million suns whirl through your brain and burst. Mountain Girl, Kesey’s girlfriend, is running around pulling everything together. Plugging and unplugging tape recorders and slide projectors, repairing the microphone and cablemaking. Getting all the stuff that is constantly breaking down fixed.




  Meanwhile down at the other end—Prankster corner—the Lincoln Log stage is available for anything that anyone wants to do. And they’re doing it, believe me. Gourd shaking, Stockhausen tape loops, ululating Iglut shaman chants, mime, Dada word rebuses. . . .




  Unreasonable advice is being barked out through a megaphone: “GET NEKKID! FREAK FREELY! KISS YOUR BRAINS GOODBYE! FUCK SANITY, GO CRAZY!”




  Occasionally Kesey whispers cryptic axioms over the sound system: “Stay in your own movie!”




  As a new arrival opens the door and hesitantly looks around, he is assaulted over the loudspeakers by a stream of running commentary on his every move by a demented sports announcer: “He’s crossing the floor! Is he in the right place? Oh, man, don’t look at your watch; ain’t no clocks in the Ready Room. . . . Wait a darn minute! He sees the Day-Glo garbage can. Hmmmm. . . . Now what could that possibly be? Oh, come on, you know what it is—it’s Kool-Aid! Well,that’s what you’re here for, aren’t you? It’s all right, Ma, we’re all freaks on the midway here. . . .”The taunting voice rants on in deep echo as the poor guy catches sight of himself on a TV monitor.




  The Grateful Dead begin setting up. They are the house band at the Big Beat. You can see at once why the Dead and Kesey get on so well, given the mix of overweening cosmic stuff and laid-back daze favored by both. But what Kesey is trying to do conceptually, through mental calisthenics, the Dead achieve almost by default.




  From the sound and light tower Kesey is directing operations. It hardly comes across as someone issuing instructions. He has put echo on it so it sounds more like found poetry:




  “Move move move that that that monitor monitor to to to to face face face the the the the stage stage stage. . . .”




  Kesey paces his words so only Mountain Girl can hear them. If you are listening to music and stoned you’d never notice him. He is fuclung with the mix. Owsley is right about that, but that is what the Acid Test is. And Kesey does it in the friendliest way possible.




  For Kesey everybody is in a movie whether they know it or not. It’s his central metaphor. By spotlighting people he’s just letting them in on it.




  Owsley is late setting up. He scurries around connecting wires and plugging in amps. Five minutes into the Dead set there is a big flash of light and sparks begin flying. A few people, thinking this is part of the show, cheer. Owsley patches things together but there’s another blowout. After the equipment fails a couple more times Pigpen starts yelling at him:




  “What the fuck is going on? We want to play, man, just jam the fucking thing together.”




  Owsley is standing wide-eyed and frozen in the posture of inner debate. He’s just too stoned and paranoid about Kesey to concentrate on making electricity run through the wires.You can see him looking at one wire, and then the other, saying to himself: “If I connect this wire to this wire, the whole world may go up.”
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  When the Dead start playing, none of the Prankster lunacy or tape loop sagas stops for one second. Of course not, it isn’t as if Elvis had come on stage and everybody has to hush. No such thought—were there room for it!—would have entered anyone’s head.




  I try making a cold, professional assessment of the group while I still can. I begin taking inventory of the band members. Okay, there’s the lead singer, a paunchy Hell’s Angel type with dirty hair down to his tits and greasy leather vest covered with mojo pins. There’s a Mexican-looking guitar player with pyramid hair, a receding chin, and a missing finger. The bass player has a full Prince Valiant pageboy do. There’s the second guitarist,a startled long-haired child who could be a girl. And then there’s a surly, juvenile delinquent on drums. A sorrier-looking bunch you never saw. Just frightening, actually. You know they’re never going to amount to anything. Just another local band getting gigs on Friday and Saturday nights, playing dances in high school gymnasiums.




  They just don’t fit into any known concept of a rock ‘n’ roll band. We are still in the era when there are only two acceptable ways for rock bands to look—the Brit-invasion flash or the matching-outfit bit. You can get yourself up like a Revolutionary war footsoldier, you can even look like Nehru’s bodyguard, but you can’t look like this. Even an unbuttoned mock jug band like the Lovin’ Spoonful has a look. But no one is ever going to get these guys into coordinated casuals or collarless jackets. Clearly they don’t give a damn what they look like.




  And even putting the thorny dilemma of the look aside, where is the connection—is there one?—between these guys? They seem to be from entirely different movies. It is such a freaky mix. The kind of random sample of unregenerate human types you’d find in a police lineup, say, or a Greyhound bus terminal. No matter how I squint my mind’s eye, they are simply a collection of oddities who refuse to fit in the same frame.




  I am meant to have the vision of far-seeing managers—Brian Epstein at the Cavern seeing the Beatles for the first time, Albert Grossman at Gerdes Folk City catching his first glimpse of Bob Dylan. I am meant to see auras humming around each of them, to believe this is the band that will conquer the world, but, let’s face it, I’m having a crisis of faith, despite last night’s epiphany. I actually feel sorry for them.




  For one fleeting moment I think I see a precedent.That other band of misfits, the Rolling Stones. Those first publicity shots of the Stones, especially. Man, did they look ugly! Pimply, sullen, arrogant, and weird. There is a mystique about that. Ugly guys making great music. And the Dead are even uglier than the Rolling Stones.But there is a serious flaw in this line of reasoning. The Brits, you see, can always get away with this sort of faux sauvage posturing. However scruffy your yobby group appears, you can always get some pricey shutterbug like David Bailey to come in with his eye-of-the-needle strobe lights and belly-of-the-whale blue backdrop to make the whole thing look deliberate. And however slovenly and adenoidal they appeared to be, the Stones thing was very studied. The Eton collars and Anello &David boots—the Stones were veritable fashion plates compared to the Dead. Plus they were seriously hip. The Dead are not hip and they’re never going to be; they are just too goofy.




  They’re good musicians, even if what they do is somewhat unclassifiable. These aren’t songs in any conventional sense, they are catch-penny epics of noodling, circling riffs. Holding patterns of songs. Garcia carries on these long,looping musical, telepathic conversations with his guitar, adjusting the flow from beat to beat, drifting from mood to mood. The idea seems to be to play everything but the tunes. Noodling it may be, but it is not your Haight garden variety of noodling born of ineptitude. This is the inspired, consecrated noodling of the gods. I am mesmerized. This band will never get anywhere, but, man, are they good.




  As the acid comes on I begin to wonder if I haven’t perhaps judged them a bit harshly. All these objections, what are they really? Just baroque worries. I see now that my approach has been all wrong. While earlier it had bothered me that the Dead were such oddballs, I now see this as a distinct advantage. Why in the world would anyone want a band that looked like something that already existed? It would be pointless. It would be redundant. Just another folk-rock band looking for bookings. An anachronism.




  The Dead are a great band, I decide. What other band do you know of that can make chickens materialize on telephone wires right in the middle of the Fillmore? By now we’re an hour, an hour and a half into the set. The piano player stabbing away at his Vox piano is in a groove not occupied by too many other people, you have to grant him that. He chugs into “I’m a Hog for You, Baby,” which is, given the visual before us, perfect. R&B novelty song as Saturday morning cartoon. And just as you are wondering how many verses does this song have, it almost imperceptibly drifts into a bouncy version of “Good Day Sunshine” with dodgy harmonies and then into some frantic foggy-mornin’-breakdown Flatt and Scruggs type picking that with nary an introduction or a pause s-1-o-w-s way down and, uh, we’re in some folk grotto on Grant Street and it’s a nuclear holocaust protest song, disguised as an Appalachian ballad (that good old standby, “Early Morning Rain”), which melts into some sort of Sun Ra jazzy extraterrestrial number and swing low sweet chariot. . . .




  Okay, so they do bluegrass, blues, Beatles, folk, and jazz all in the same song. Well, that’s original, isn’t it? And you know, the more I think about it, there really is no such thing as a song. No. All songs are the same song. Top ten hits, singles, jukebox selections—it’s all, you know, arbitrary, music biz categories, ways of packaging the stuff. Shipping units.




  The individual, alienated tune does not exist, O my brothers! There is only this thing called song, an all-embracing Whitmanesque entity into which all songs empty themselves as if into the Mississippi. And like the Mississippi it’s all one long uninterrupted tune that includes—in Child ballad form—the folktale history of America. The entire story of our groaning continent contained in a twelve-bar song. Big American panorama, like Kerouac. How had I missed this?




  A moment of lucidity flashes by during which I try to remind myself that this is just a garage band on acid, but it’s futile because in the core of my being I know I’m on to something big.The big picture, babe. Who says the bodhisattva has to come from Tibet? Why couldn’t Soupy Sales be the Buddha? You have to leave an open mind about stuff like this. The idea is beginning to dawn on me, for instance, that the bodhisattva could easily be concealed in the person of, say, a ballad-singing country crooner. And from there it’s only a small step to: Why couldn’t the Grateful Dead become the greatest rock band in the world? Stranger things have happened.




  Something makes me turn around, and when I do a truly alarming sight catches my eye. A man alone, in the center of the floor, is performing a very peculiar dance. A spastic Jackson Pollock alphabet dance with mystic hand signals. He is either mad or in the thrall of a demon. My God, it’s him! Poor Owsley! After so painstakingly warning me about the dangers of Kesey mind control, he has fallen victim to it himself. The fiendish Kesey has him in his clutches!




  Later on, I’m told I was mistaken. It was interpretive dancing, Rock. Haven’t you ever heard of interpretive dancing? He was, uh, getting in touch with the house. Stupid me, I was present at the creation of the ur Dead dance and missed the whole point. When I saw this overdressed daddy longlegs doing a slow-motion version of Martha Graham free-form modern ballet I simply thought I’d lost my mind.




  Finally the band wanders offstage. Owsley introduces me around.




  “Boys, I want you to meet the late, great Rock Scully. This is the guy from the Family Dog I was telling you about.” Owsley presents me as if I were Brian Epstein or Albert Grossman. And for that split second I am.




  Close up, the bizarre nature of this tatterdemalion group is more glaring than ever. Bob Weir looks like a sixteen-year-old kid who has no business being in a place that’s serving drinks, much less acid. And with the exception of Pigpen, they are all totally zonked. Their pupils are the size of saucers.




  Owsley announces: “Rock’s going to be your manager.” Like a papal fiat. The group responds to this declaration with impressive casualness.




  “Hey, good luck, dude,” says Weir.




  “Yeah, great. Got some skins?” Jerry asks.




  “Did you say your name was Rock?” Pigpen wants to know. “Cool handle, man.”




  “Whaddya think of the set?” Lesh asks.




  “You guys sure played pretty,” I say lamely.




  “Nah,” says Jerry, “we played shitty. You should have heard us at Big Nig’s. Tonight was just the usual mess, there we really fucked up!”




  I am only partly tuned into the conversations going on around me because over Garcia’s shoulder I see Neal Cassady, mythic hero of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road. Dean Moriarty.




  Flinty redneck cubist face. Sharp features all obtuse-angled and jammed together. Hinged, lantern jaw like a puppet’s, constantly in motion. Camel dangling from the side of his mouth. Everything animated, zigzaggedy, tilted.




  Neal is getting warmed up. He’s juggling a ball peen hammer, winging it. Zhwooom-zhwooom-zhwooom-zhwooom-zhwooom-zhwooom-zhwooom. Up it goes like a throbbing heartbeat into the peak of the ceiling. He seems to be enthralled with the fact that this is an A-frame. He’s doing the hammer thing and carrying on a multiphrenic conversation with no one in particular while people walk around completely oblivious to this deadly object whizzing inches over their heads. I am about to shout Heads up! when—in midsentence—Neal casually snatches it out of thin air.




  Garcia shakes his head in awe, “Fucking Neal, man, he’s amazing, ya know. Taught us how to play god and drive around blind corners.”
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  It’s four o’clock in the morning, London Bridge is falling down, all the clocks are striking thirteen and the one-eyed midget is shouting the word “Now!” This is no concert, no weekend two-bucks-at-the-door dance party scene. This is a meltdown, designed to induce a state of heart-clutching clinical schizophrenia.




  Perhaps Owsley is right, after all. Maybe Kesey is in the wires. I think Owsley may actually know something about this stuff. He should—he spends more time examining his paranoia than most people. Maybe you can affect things just by thinking about them. It’s possible things are a little more, uh,porous than I’d imagined.




  It’s time to leave, but the acid-making ballet dancer I came with is nowhere to be seen. I crawl into the back of Bill Kreutzmann’s station wagon among drum luts, mike stands, and amplifiers, and pass out. I figure it’s okay, I’m the manager.




  3
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  ONLY A FEW days ago I was a hapless graduate student throwing the I Ching, casting about aimlessly for something to do with my life. Now, suddenly out of the blue, I’m a manager. But of what? Not exactly a rock band. Remnants, really, of a jug band. Coffeehouse folkies and music students. Just a ragtag, rooty, down-home bunch of people who have never been out of Northern California. Crazy-looking guys, high on acid, who had come together higgledy-piggledy and (like much else to do with the Dead, I would learn) pretty much by default.




  Which is part of the enigma of the Dead. It wasn’t all that thought out, to say the least, and it still isn’t to this day. They are as amazed by the phenomenon as you and I.
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  San Francisco is a genuinely radical place in 1965. We are on a planet where the inhabitants frequent coffeehouses and clubs as places of worship. The hungry i, Vesuvio’s Coffee House, and the City Lights Book Shop are our shrines. Kerouac, Kesey, Corso, Burroughs, and Ginsberg are our holy madmen. We idolize the Beats and Charlie Mingus and the crazy wisdom jazz angels. We zealously listen to smuggled tapes of Lenny Bruce at the Purple Onion.




  You can still run into these guys—hipsters,jazz demons,and Beats—and talk to them. Lenny Bruce lives in a funky hotel over City Lights. He is in trouble all the time. People are constantly running around with petitions, saving his ass.




  When the Grateful Dead began, San Francisco was still in that transitional period from Beat to Hip. We aspired to the bohemian, outlaw code of the Beats. They smoked grass, ate magic mushrooms, grew beards, and wore Levi’s and plaid flannel shirts. They were into jazz, Zen, and existentialism. So what if they talked to themselves or took speed and drank Hearty Mountain Burgundy! We don’t care, they are on the beam.




  But it is not exactly a mutual admiration society. The Beats from North Beach look askance at us hippies. We are on a different wavelength. This has to do with musical tempo and electronics and the changing of an era. Of course, there is one other little factor: the mind-bending drugs.




  And as engrossing as the coffeehouses and taking meth and sitting up all night discussing Sartre are, it is a worn groove. We have to find our own scene. We have discussed Sartre to death. It is all too cerebral and talky and dialectical, and with the advent of acid the rational thing is dissolving (fast). You can’t read a book when you’re on acid.
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  Jerry was born in San Francisco, as were Pigpen and Bob Weir. Phil Lesh was born in Berkeley. We were Bay Area kids proud of the city’s long line of hairy poets and eccentrics.




  Garcia had come up through the coffeehouse scene in Palo Alto, a bohemian enclave if ever there was one. His beard is a coffeehouse beard. Bushy, nihilistic, Beat. Occasionally he ventured off to North Beach. That’s where we all hung sooner or later, because that’s where the music was. If you were going to hear jazz, or blues, or folk music, that’s where you went. That’s where we heard Jorma Kaukonen play guitar. Where we caught “this far-out chick from Texas” at the Coffee Gallery down on Grant Street, Lenny Bruce at the hungry i, Charlie Mingus at the Jazz Workshop.




  The folk scene wasn’t all music. It primarily revolved around books and ideas. It was a literate scene. Lots of scribbling on napkins and the backs of envelopes and precious little bound books, Mao and Kafka. Jerry’s buddy Bob Hunter was writing poetry and Garcia was learning all the stringed instruments he could get his hands on. Playing the banjo and learning to play the guitar in the coffeehouses of Palo Alto.




  The first time I saw Jerry Garcia he was sitting in the Coffee Confusion in the midst of a very agitated discussion about Cuba. Garcia was appalled about the Bay of Pigs. Such things counted in those days. And then the conversation would move on to war per se and what the Greeks thought about it and what the women of Troy did about it. O n and on it would go far into the night. In the background there’d be some chick with incredibly long hair leaning over her dulcimer droning “Down in the mine where the sun never shines. . . .”




  None of the band members has moved into San Francisco yet. Bill Kreutzmann is living at his dad’s house, Jerry and Bob Hunter are hanging together in a crash pad in Palo Alto, Phil Lesh is living in Berkeley, and Bobby Weir is living at home in Palo Alto in his parents’ fancy digs. They get together in the coffeehouses of Palo Alto. Magoo’s mainly and down at Kepler’s Bookstore (he’s Joan Baez’s friend) and Dana Morgan’s Music, where Pigpen works and Jerry is giving guitar lessons.




  As early as ’63, Jerry was a demon banjo picker, and by the time he and Pig and Weir put the Warlocks together Jerry was an accomplished musician. He is also very knowledgeable about traditional American music: folk, bluegrass, gospel. His dad had been a clarinet player and band leader who died young.




  His mother ran a sailor’s bar, south of Market down in the Mission District right next to the Sailors Union of the Pacific. This is their favorite bar. So not only does he come from a musical background, but from an early age he has been exposed to a lot of different scenes, meeting people from around the world. He is well read. The Beats are his guys: Jack Kerouac, Gregory Corso, William Burroughs, and Lawrence Ferlinghetti. Jerry was fifteen when On the Road came out, and it became his bible, one long be-bop wail to hedonism and transcendence.




  At eighteen he enlisted in the army but it would be hard to imagine anyone less suited to military life than Garcia and within six months he was dishonorably discharged. Way to go,Jerry! At this point he considered himself primarily a painter and studied for a while at the Art Institute in San Francisco. But ever since he’d got that Danelectro guitar on his fifteenth birthday he’d been attracted to the folk music scene in the coffeehouses of Palo Alto. Following a car crash in February 1961, Jerry quit art school and began hanging out with the Beats, folk musicians, and proto-hippies at Kepler’s Bookstore in Menlo Park.




  And then there is Pigpen (né Ron McKernan). He is a veritable encyclopedia of bluesology. Anybody who has ever picked up a guitar by this time knows yer basic Brit-invasion Chicago blues bag—“Dust My Broom,” “Rollin’ and Tumblin’”—but Pig knows the arcana. He’d been introduced to esoteric stuff by his father who was one of the first white R&B disc jockeys on a black station. Only in California could you have a white Irish guy named McKernan doing a major shift on KDIA radio over in Oakland and commuting back to the South Bay over the San Mateo Bridge. Pigpen is not only a decent keyboard player—he plays a Vox electric organ standing up—he also has a lot of experience packed into his twenty years. He was an alcoholic by age thirteen.




  This is the nucleus: Pig and Jerry. Then there is Bobby Weir, the wide-eyed kid. Jerry is like his big brother. Bobby had a band in high school named the Uncalled Four and spent his last year in school skipping class and teaching himself to play guitar, and now is taking acoustic rhythm guitar lessons from Jerry. He’d got to know Garcia on New Year’s Eve of 1963. Wandering around the streets of Palo Alto with a friend—too young to get into any of the clubs—he heard ferocious banjo-picking coming from the back of Dana Morgan’s Music. It was Jerry who, not realizing it was New Year’s Eve, was still waiting for his students to show up. Weir and his buddy persuaded Jerry to unlock the store. They broke out some guitars, and after playing a couple of hours decided to form a jug band, Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions, with Pigpen and any number of other people dropping in and out. Bobby, who still couldn’t really play guitar, was on washtub bass.




  Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions became very popular on the peninsula folk circuit, but after about six months Pig began urging them to do more blues stuff. When Dana Morgan, the owner of the music store, offered to front them the electric instruments—his son, Dana Morgan Jr., played bass—they became the Warlocks.




  Phil Lesh was studying electronic music with Luciano Berio at Mills College, an all-girls school in Oakland. He was into horns and composing and musique concrète. He played trumpet in the Berkeley High School jazz band, but he came to look at music more in terms of charts and scores and cadenzas and adagios. Phil was the engineer for “The Midnight Special,” a folk music program on Berkeley’s KPFA on which Jerry became a regular guest. They became friends. They had many things in common, not the least of which was an enthusiasm for Kerouac and the Beats. Lesh loved Allen Ginsberg’s Howl so much he was in the process of setting it to music. When he joined the Warlocks he took over on bass from Dana Morgan Jr., who was too busy to make the gigs. The thought of lifting up a bass had never crossed his mind. Jerry told him, “You can play the bass.” (That was the only slot left.) He practiced on the bass a week—that’s all it took to get in.




  Billy Kreutzmann was not part of the coffeehouse scene. Unlike the other members of the band, he wasn’t somebody Jerry knew socially. They needed a drummer and Jerry found him through the music store. He’d been in a few rock ‘n’ roll bands so he had more of a feel for it than the others. His heroes were jazz drummers like Joe Morello and Elvin Jones.




  Rock groups are something new on the scene, a Brit concept, basically, and in 1965 people are just getting used to the idea. Previously considered commercial and crass by the coffeehouse set, rock ‘n’ roll is on its way in. It was only last summer that Dylan had brought the fire down from the mountain when he went electric at the Newport Folk Festival.




  The only thing the Warlocks know how to play electric is the blues. Pigpen stands at that wobbly Vox electric organ on its shaky tubular aluminum legs and bumps his belly up against it and bangs out the blues. That makes Pig the front man. It is all very basic.Every band that doesn’t start out trying to sound like the Beatles is playing Chicago blues: “I woke up the smornin’ dum-de-dum-de-dum-de-dum.”




  But generic as it is, the Dead have a better shot at it than, say, Big Brother. Most Haight bands—like the Charlatans—began with the Look. Like “Does anybody here play?” The music is an afterthought. These guys, on the other hand, are already accomplished musicians. Jerry is teaching guitar, Phil is a music major in college, Bobby is learning guitar from Jerry and teaching it to grade school kids. Kreutzmann has been playing drums since sixth grade. They have also been through a more rigorous apprenticeship than other hippie bands. They’ve played in more demanding places—pizza pubs! Noisy, rowdy, smelly, filthy joints. Far from the hushed, reverential atmosphere of the coffeehouse.




  The folky Mother McCree tunes are not going to go down in a tumultuous atmosphere like that. Most of them get thrown out except for the Pigpen stuff, the traditional blues like “Down So Long.” Pig also brings the needed momentum of R&B to the repertoire. In the earliest incarnation of the band (as the Warlocks), Pigpen played a large role because he was the one with the most musical knowledge. He was the Grateful Dead, according to Garcia, according to me. I mean, four sets a night in bars! Who else in the band was going to do it? Pigpen had all that stuff down. In a pizza bar they don’t want to hear a whole set of bluegrass and folk ballads. They want something that’s jumping.




  The Dead have to get tight fast. They play four to six sets a night for virtually no money; doing Pigpen blues songs in front of peninsula audiences. Pigpen is turning them on to records as fast as he can, old Kent, Chess Records 78s, teaching them songs like “Parchman Farm”—ancient moss-encrusted Delta blues. The Fillmore Mime Troupe benefit is their first gig as the Grateful Dead. Bill Graham is so appalled by the name that at first he refuses to put it on the poster. He relents, but only after adding “formerly the Warlocks.”




  Until 1965, change—when it did come —arrived with glacial slowness. The “sixties” hadn’t begun. People still had black-and-white TVs and AC was hard to get. Your toaster looked like a space ship and your oven was an Oldsmobile. This was the slow time.




  We are all young and ready to go crazy, and there never has been a better time for it than the mid-sixties San Francisco. By comparison, the late sixties happen at the speed of light. And when we start taking acid, the fantasies really begin to bloom! Everything erupting all at once. In a matter of six months—with the coming of acid and electric music—our lives are transformed utterly.
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  The Grateful Dead at this point are barely a group, more a collection of people from different musical backgrounds and with varying levels of competence. Phil Lesh, for instance, is too precise, too well trained in the classical manner and consequently very stiff for a rock ‘n’ roll bass player. He has all this savvy about the music, he can talk circles around Garcia or anybody. He’ll say, “No, no, no, no, wait. If we’re going from a C to a B-flat minor you have to have the correct modulation.” Lesh can chart it all, but he can’t swing. It is probably our biggest problem with the groove.




  The bass has to work closely with the drummer’s foot, but Lesh and Kreutzmann are plainly opposite kind of guys. Kreutzmann is this wild, woolly, uneducated, crazy drumming guy—almost like Animal in the Muppets—and Phil has this very filigreed bass-playing style. He’s a highfalutin intellectual kind of a guy who’s liable to turn his back on the audience. But there’s Kreutzmann right in his face going, “Don’t you hear that downbeat, man?” And Phil won’t even look at him (he won’t look at Jerry either). Phil has perfect pitch, but that perfect pitch just doesn’t work with Garcia’s voice. Or with Pigpen’s, for that matter. Sometimes it works with Bobby’s voice, but generally it doesn’t blend in comfortably with the rest of the band.




  Meanwhile Bobby Weir can’t come up with a B-minor to save his life, not to mention a B-flat minor. He’s contorting his fingers on the guitar, holding down the E-string while he’s still holding down this other one back up there somewhere—torture!




  The members of the Dead are far from being ideally suited to each other. They have to play to each other’s weaknesses. But somehow what comes out is the inimitable sound of Grateful Dead.




  [image: image]




  My role as manager of the Grateful Dead is at first minimal. Most of our early shows are Acid Tests. We are Kesey’s house band and Kesey gets us the gigs. Now suffice it to say that the Acid Tests are not a demanding atmosphere in which to play. There are so many other things going on at an Acid Test that there is next to no focus on the band. The sets are casual in the extreme. Whenever enough people get up on stage, that’s when they play. Sometimes for five minutes. Sometimes not at all.




  At the Acid Tests Pigpen generally starts playing the melody line and everybody joins in. Real simple blues like “Good Morning Little School Girl,” “Viola Lee Blues,” “Caution,” “Beat It on Down the Line.”They put a bunch of songs together in a quick little set and then do an extended jam on something like “Sitting on Top of the World” or “Cold Rain and Snow.” They are already wicked improvisers. A very short song can easily get stretched out interminably. Sometimes they ramble on not knowing how to end it. Soon everybody is off on their own: Weir’s right behind Jerry, following this railway spur off into the wilds of Montana.




  When they start to drift off, Pig pulls them back with a few sharp, jabbing chords. But it is unlikely that anyone else ever notices. A dozen other astonishing things are happening at once. Overload is the normal mode of the Acid Tests, and mad scenes are taking place everywhere. It’s an intensely social scene with everyone partying furiously. People wander about and get involved in the phantasmagoria. They aren’t there to hear the band. And then there’s the other band, the Prankster cacophony band, blowing whistles and pipes and clanging away on pots and pans and tin drums. The Acid Tests are a great training ground —after learning to play against all that insanity the Grateful Dead can play anywhere. Nothing will ever faze them again.




  We are running on pure high octane optimism and Owsley acid. We are doing a lot of acid. The band (except for Pigpen) usually plays on acid, too. What would be the point of being straight at an Acid Test? Halfway through the evening we usually put out a new trash bucket full of Kool-Aid and acid. The audience drinks it and after a while they feel like we do.




  Like everybody else involved with the Acid Tests, we believe LSD is a cosmic truth serum, but after a couple of dozen trips we soon learn that acid is not infallible (especially about stuff like gravity). Flying, although tempting, is not a good idea. If we see someone trying to stand up on the balcony railings or climbing up on a window ledge, we lure them over to the black light corner. “Hey, man, look: space dogs!”




  And as interesting as playing music on acid is, there are some serious drawbacks. Sets can go on interminably or end abruptly after a few minutes. It doesn’t take me long to learn the signs. In Garcia’s face I see a sudden, silent intercortical scream building at the back of the eyes and through the telekenetic mind-link I can hear its alien cry: Aaaaaaaaaagh!!! I know they’ve arrived: tiny monkeys, gibbering guitar picks, Barbies with the faces of Mexican santos.




  The music takes a sudden lurch. It gets all loose and wobbly. The drummer may be banging away furiously, sweating, trying to keep time, Pig may be hitting the chords—but it’s hopeless. They’ve become a phantom band. The beats are there, but Jerry isn’t. You can see his hands melting before his eyes, his fingers dribbling down his guitar into waxy puddles. At a certain point Jerry stops playing altogether. He holds his hands out in front of him as if folding an invisible newspaper, awestruck by the fact that he has fingers.




  Right then I call for a break. I give them Scully Lecture No. 3.




  “This is not a rehearsal, guys. You cannot wander offstage in search of a plumed serpent. You cannot just quit after five minutes and lie down on the godforsaken stage. Must finish the set. Must do the songs.”




  “Fuck, Rock, lighten up, it’s only an Acid Test, man.”




  “It’s not just an Acid Test, it’s a gig. We’re selling tickets, you guys! Must remember: These people paid money to hear you.”




  “We’re at a gig?” Smart-ass Weir.




  “And just how do you explain the plaid iguanas?” Kreutzmann chimes in.




  For years Pig used to tell them: “You guys can get as fucked up as you want, but you just can’t look surprised when something weird starts happening. If they see that, the audience freaks.”




  Onstage, Pigpen is the anchor. When things get truly bizarre, they can always look at Pig and know he is straight. Might have had a few drinks, but he is ground base. He is seeing things as they really are. (More or less.)




  The quickest way to short-circuit a bummer is to remind yourself you’re just tripping. That lumpy purple barrel you put in your Coke, remember? But sometimes you take so much you can’t remember you took any. So Pigpen will remind you. Just with a look he says: “Those Day-Glo spiders crawling all over your ax are something you took. You’re high, fool.”




  The one thing that keeps us from full-blown chaos is that we think of ourselves as “professionals.” Despite everything—through rain, snow, sleet, dark of night, broken fan belts, multi-microgram acid storms, and ongoing insanity—we never miss a show. We are always there on time and never (totally) blow a gig.




  And these aren’t wham-bang-thank-you-ma’am sets. These are four-hour shows. Nobody else plays all night. We’ll take a half-hour break, come back and do another hour and a half. Right on till dawn. People come stumbling out of the Avalon or the Fillmore, ready to go out and party some more, planning to hit another club before they go home . . . and it’s daylight outside.
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  Most of our gigs are very local. Our route includes Palo Alto,Berkeley Marin County, the Haight. While we’re still doing the Acid Tests, I function more as a road manager (and even that is very undemanding). All our gear pretty much fits into Kreutzmann’s Dodge station wagon. The whole thing. Sometimes we have to make a separate trip for his drums. Take them down first, have one of us sit on them while we go back for the rest of the equipment.




  The Dead don’t have a pot to piss in, but they have the best amps, guitars, and drums money can buy. Owsley is always laying equipment on the band. He’s our patron. He’s making so much money from making LSD he can afford to bankroll the Dead. He is willing to do it as long as we do it on his terms.




  We’re playing music and making mistakes and not being all that graceful about our bungling. A recurring theme of these early shows is the fucking up. But everybody reacts differently. Jerry’s attitude is always “Hey, we messed up, but these things happen. We’ll get it together.”




  Just remembering the lyrics is good enough for Bobby. Phil is very touchy about his playing.You can’t praise him, he’s so self-critical. He’s a classically trained musician and holds himself to a higher standard. What would Prokofiev have done if he played bass? At first I say things like “Man, you were so hot tonight!” and he snaps back: “Scully, you’re so full of shit, you don’t know what you’re talking about.” Finally I wise up and keep my big mouth shut.




  Everything is going along smoothly as we approach the first Trips Festival, a kind of public, larger-scale Acid Test at Longshoremen’s Hall, early 1966. The Dead, Big Brother and the Holding Company, the Pranksters and God knows who else in performance. It is the night before the Trips Festival, the Pranksters have been setting up all day, and Stewart Brand suggests they take a break and go up on the roof and smoke a joint. Kesey, typically, has a better idea: to cross over to the roof of the house next door. Unfortunately there are people living under that roof who don’t know them or what they’re doing and the air soon reeks of pot. There is a commotion in the alley. They look down and what do they see but some cops in a squad car pulling up. The cops get out and go in the building next door—which is actually the building they are now on the roof of. But they don’t yet realize this. They’re stoned, after all. They casually discuss the situation.




  “Gee, I wonder what they’re doing down there.”




  “They can’t be after us. They’re in the wrong building.”




  A minute later they turn around to find a dozen cops right behind them on the roof. Kesey freaks big time. He has a prior. He’s out on bail. One of the cops finds the weed. Kesey snatches it out of the cop’s hand and tries to swallow it, almost choking himself to death in the process. When this doesn’t work, he tries to throw it off the roof but the cops grab it. Kesey is wrestling with them and they’re hitting him with their flashlights. Then one of the cops pulls out his gun and says: “Okay, stand clear! I’m going to blow his head off.”




  Mountain Girl, Kesey’s girlfriend, is grabbing at the cop’s arm, screaming: “No, no! Don’t shoot him! Peace!” The cops eventually quell him with a couple of good clobbers, but it isn’t easy. They handcuff Kesey and Mountain Girl and take them off to the San Francisco County Jail.




  The following day, the day of the Trips Festival, they let him out. This is the Pranksters’ big show. Not only do they have to show up at Longshoremen’s Hall and act like everything is normal, they also have to perform. Great! They drive straight to the Trips Festival from jail, putting their costumes on in the car because by now it’s five o’clock and they’re late setting up. People are beginning to show up. Hundreds of people. Kesey’s bust has got a lot of coverage. It’s made the Trips Festival even hotter.




  Kesey, in a gold lamé space suit with helmet, jumps out of the car and runs up the stairs. But here’s this guy at the door with a clipboard and a list who bars his way. He won’t let Kesey in. He’s not on the list!




  Where did this deranged control freak come from? He’s shrieking orders and throwing people against the wall. He’s hitting people and uttering dire threats for the tiniest infraction.




  It’s Bill Graham! I know him from the Mime Troupe benefits, but most of us have never seen him before. Everybody is going: “Who is this guy?”




  Kesey is already tightly wired from spending the night in jail and he’s threatening Graham with mayhem and dismemberment.




  “I’ll tear your fucking head off if you put your hand on me again!”




  “Go ahead. You’re still not getting in.”




  “It’s my show, asshole.”




  “Says fucking who? The line forms over there on Geary Street.”




  Kesey’s face lights up. He turns to the crowd and shouts, cupping his hands around his mouth:




  “My God, it’s Big Nurse!”




  Everybody laughs. That terrible, unstoppable cosmic chortle that comes from the other side of the looking glass and says: “It’s all a big fucking joke, man, and it’s unraveling all the time and you are never going to pick up every stitch so just—let go!”




  The little fleck of terror at the center of Graham’s eye starts to expand until it’s threatening to engulf the whole scene. A Japanese dwarf in the core of his brain is shouting: CONTROL! CONTROL! But whatever is going on here is so out of control that it’s ludicrous to try to contain it.




  The man in the space suit is the prince of disorder. His mood is so infectious even those in the crowd who aren’t high are catching it. It’s powerful stuff and so unstable it’s pulling everyone in its wake like a black hole. It’s scary stuff for a control freak like Bill Graham. He’s met his match in Kesey, a control freak of cosmic proportions. Neither one of them can let go of their bossdom for one second.




  It’s a stalemate. Finally Stewart Brand comes out and says:




  “They’re okay. That’s Ken Kesey.”




  “Kesey,” an exasperated Graham asks, “would you mind telling me what the hell you are doing here?”




  Without saying a word Kesey flips the visor of his space helmet down. The audience with the alien is at an end.




  Mountain Girl is still livid. “Stewart,” she asks through clenched teeth, “how could you let that moron handle the door?”




  And Stewart very meekly says, “Well at least he’s efficient.” He’s right about that!




  The irony of the whole thing is that Graham is donating his time.As usual, everything has been left to the last minute. Kesey’s bust has only compounded the situation, and Graham has agreed to help out. What drives Bill Graham crazy is Kesey’s laissez-faire approach to everything. Kesey sets great plans in motion and then disappears, running around being social, making appearances, signing books, attending parties. Meanwhile nothing’s been done. No attention to detail whatsoever. Ken Babbs, the veteran Vietnam chopper pilot and Prankster majordomo, is the one who keeps it together, such as it is. Considerations such as where the electricity is going to come from and how big is the back door and can the Thunder Machine fit through it never cross anybody’s mind until the very moment they’re actually confronted with it. It is so early in everyone’s experience of running these shows that the idea of leaving parking room so that the truck with the band’s equipment can back up to the loading dock is like higher mathematics. And, on this particular occasion, when the truck pulls up to the back entrance of Longshoremen’s Hall it can’t unload. Some stupid jerk has parked his car right in front of the loading dock. It’s my car, actually, and I can’t find the keys.




  By the time we get into the hall the Trips Festival is in full swing. We are immediately bombarded from all sides by the familiar Prankster maelstrom of slides, 16mm film, liquid lights, tape recorders all whirring away, all spewing out a phantasmagoric brew of flashing lights, gibbering voices, and roiling chaotic feedback. Kesey has video cameras and video monitors strategically set up around the room so as you walk around you constantly have jarring confrontations with yourself on the screen.




  In the middle of the floor is the Thunder Machine, an amorphous metallic sculpture made by Ron Boise. Big metal figures fucking in different positions. The Thunder Machine is huge, like something you’d put in a children’s playground. It’s also a musical instrument.You can get inside it and bang on the different panels with wooden mallets and hammers. It’s like a huge steel drum, so big that six people can play it at once. Like being in the belly of an iron whale.




  Everything is designed to envelop and overwhelm. There’s a Moog synthesizer with sound coming out of sixteen phased speakers so the sound rushes 360 degrees around the hall like a sonic demon. There are ices spiked with LSD. A gigantic speaker painted in spectacular Day-Glo colors is set up on the edge of the stage. It is so big that you can get inside it. At the top of the speaker box is a working tweeter and on the bottom is a couch. You climb in, lean back into it, and go, “Whoa!” Terrible speaker, but the effect is fantastic.




  Neal Cassady is rapping, doing his cool world bit. Kesey orchestrates these things so that everybody has a chance to get on the mikes. Several delirious hippies have curled up at the base of the microphones like huge molluscs.




  Ken Babbs, being master of ceremonies, is issuing orders to the hall on one mike and Kesey is on another mike mixing in the odd random noises while running novel fragments on the overhead projector. Big Brother is on.




  After one song Babbs’s voice booms over the PA: “A big hand of applause, ladies and gentlemen, freaks and friends, for Big Brother and the Holding Company. And now a little something from the great Tony Bennett. . . .” Babbs has been babbling all evening about “jungle bunny music” and such. Like a lot of the Pranksters he’s from another generation entirely”Babbs was a marine, for chrissakes—and the thing about acid is that whatever is there is going to bleed through. He’s so out of it that whatever he thinks, he says. Totally unedited mind-gibber.




  Chet Helms, who manages Big Brother, leaps up onstage in his afghan coat like a skinny myopic Genghis Khan and grabs one of the microphones:




  “Goddammit! Big Brother was brought here to play four songs and they’re going to play four songs. What do you say, audience?”




  And everybody, of course, yells “Yeah!”




  I know Janis from the Grant Street coffeehouse scene. She was already astonishing back then. She blew the folk madonnas away. In combination with Jim Gurley’s John-Coltrane-on-Mars guitar playing and the buzzy, lysergic sawmill of Big Brother, the effect is operatic. Janis so identifies with the girl in the song that she becomes her: Daisy Mae as Big Mamma Thornton comes to full-blown, Technicolor life, rips a hole in the song and jumps out. When Big Brother finishes their set, Garcia shakes his head in awe.




  As we’re talking we look up and see words curling out of the overhead projector. Words writing themselves. Well, how else would they get there? Huge uncial lettering with serifs and loops. But it is not writing the usual Dada utterances:




  “JERRY GARCIA, PLUG IN.”




  And then, in a flash, it’s gone. The moving finger writes and having writ moves on.




  “Fuck, did you just see that?” Jerry asks.




  “Unless we’re both receiving the same subliminal telegrams, I’d say it’s time.”




  But when Jerry gets up onstage he finds the neck of his guitar has snapped. The bridge has broken off, it’s completely sprung, with strings sticking out everywhere. He cradles it in his arms like a wounded animal. The Dead play about five numbers that ramble on way past midnight.




  Around two o’clock, the fire chief—like a character from light opera—shows up. The place is just going nuts, and he marches in with these four fire guys in full regalia—hatohets, firehoses, the whole bit. They look around.A beat as they take in the swelling scene and then it’s “Ooooookay,let’s turn it off now. EVERYBODY OUT! The party’s over, folks.” Permits, warrants, writs, and other fancy legalisms are being bandied about. In the midst of this a voice booms through the auditorium. Some guy has got hold of the microphone, he’s standing up on the balcony going, “I AM LOBAR SPEAKING TO YOU FROM THE FUTURE. . . .”




  4
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  OWSLEY HAS A new theory, a theory of sound. He is forever generating theories, he’s a veritable production line of theories, and being high all the time and staying up all the time these theories become more and more convoluted. He’s a perfect monomaniac on any conceivable subject. And an expert on everything. There isn’t anything you can name that he doesn’t have an opinion about. Vegetables, transistors, ballet, cosmic drift. Talking to him is not an easy business. There is no conversation as such. He gets something in his head and that is that. Right now it’s sound.




  Owsley lives in a small house behind an apartment building that he has semi-soundproofed. The lair of the mad scientist. It is a hideout and a sound lab filled with the most fantastic gear. All these amazing toys. He has synthesizers that can make music out of any sound you can come up with. And this is in 1966.




  Jerry and Phil love playing with these gadgets. Especially Phil. Phil is a musique concrète freak. It is in that lab that Professor Owsley Stanley expounds his theory of sound to us.




  “What we’re trying to achieve, guys, is a system sensitive enough to let the audience hear everything — exactly as played. Every instrument separately miked. This is not only a technical question, you understand, it has to do with the whole feeling of this band. We let the audience in on an ongoing process.”




  There’s dead silence in the room — hey, who can argue with that? Even an egomaniac like Owsley can sense when he’s losing his audience, so he takes another tack:




  “Why aren’t all bands heard in stereo?”




  A long pause. Hands, anyone? For a moment the thought flickers across my mind: Could it be a trick question? Or is this the germ of a conspiracy theory?




  “As we know, in real life sound moves. Like Einstein’s train. From right to left, left to right,” Owsley continues talking as he demonstrates this, playing “Three Blind Mice” on a Moog synthesizer. It’s so trippy, like a mini doppler effect, that we all involuntarily go “Aaaaah!” when we hear it.




  “This is the way we want to sound. This is what we’re aiming for, and we can do it. Three-dimensional sound. In the future all bands will be heard in stereo, but I want the Dead to be heard in stereo now. From the get-go. Every instrument in stereo; every guitar and every drum set with a right and left channel. My friends, there are one or two little wrinkles to be worked out, but for all intents and purposes I believe we now have a stereo system.”




  Quod erat demonstrandum. After the briefing concludes we all get to play the instruments and try it out. It’s stunning. Why hadn’t anybody thought of this before? The concept of a stereo PA system is so ahead of its time it will be almost ten years before they start using it in movie theaters.




  Owsley’s axiom is basic, but farseeing — and so complicated and laborious and expensive to implement that it will be years before he gets it right. At first he uses Voice of the Theatre speaker boxes. Great big Altec speakers in huge cabinetry with subwoofers and horns on the top. The kind of things they use in movie theaters. He buys up a bunch of them, and for years we cart these plywood monstrosities around like the Ark of the Covenant.




  He has figured out the best way of powering the speakers is with Macintosh tubes that put out a thousand watts of pure clean power. But they weigh a hundred pounds each and are alarmingly delicate. You have to treat them nicer than eggs. You practically have to talk to them. They can’t stand extreme temperatures, you can’t turn them on and off too often because they flare up and if you do it too often they wear out. We are constantly blowing fuses and burning out tubes. Because of their high rate of attrition, we have to haul piles of spares around with us, which gets harder as we go farther afield.
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  Okay, we now have the world’s greatest equipment, but who are we? The very excellence of the sound system only compounds problems we are going to have to face sooner or later. Proving the old Tibetan adage: Even the dead can have an identity crisis.




  Out of the context of the Acid Test, stripped naked of LSD, strobes, talking TV monitors, and frenzied monologues, we see all too clearly that we’re just an old blues jalopy running on swamp gas. The Dead have gone straight from a club scene where we play the same set every night right into the Fillmore and the larger halls. We are a garage band on acid, playing very basic, hard-driving blues and covers. Great songs, but they aren’t ours. We are getting away with it, but we need new material. Bad. Everybody in San Francisco and Palo Alto has heard every song the Dead ever learned at least a dozen times.




  And just at that moment — O meaningful coincidence! — Owsley decides he has to get out of town for a while. Things are getting a bit too hot for him and he decides to book to L.A. There he can expand his LSD business while letting things blow over in San Francisco.




  We follow. We need a place to woodshed, to go hide out for a couple of months and get ourselves together. Not to mention write some new songs, get a new set together.




  Owsley rents a big pink house on the outslurts of Watts and moves us all in there. It’s in the upper-middle-class area of Watts, originally a white area into which some wealthy black families have begun to move.




  There isn’t a stick of furniture in the house. Not a chair, not a table, not a lamp. Just the bare bulb in the ceiling. Instead of couches we sit on packing blankets. For beds we have foam mattresses with some army blankets, Indian covers, and a bunch of pillows. And that is it. No plates, either, and very basic cutlery, No spoons. Just a bunch of sharp steak knives and some forks. Spoons aren’t needed. There is nothing in the refrigerator that you need a spoon for. Our diet is strictly regulated by Doctor Stanley.




  Owsley runs everything. Where we sleep, what we eat. “Listen!” is the way he starts his sentences.




  “The way you gotta eat now that I’m sponsoring you is as follows: We are going to eat nothing but red meat. And eggs. And we’re going to drink only milk. No vegetables. No fruit. We, as humans, don’t need them. We are born to eat meat. We’re car-ni-vores. It’s genetically built into us; what’s called for in our race as humankind is to hunt animals and eat them. Steal their eggs and eat them, and drink their milk.”
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