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			INTRODUCTION

			A One and a Two and a . . . 

			Once upon a time, I had an incredibly passionate and somewhat dysfunctional affair with Mimi Fariña. When that went south, I had a fling with Joni Mitchell. Jim Morrison’s girlfriend Pam used to come over to make love when Jim was drunk and abusing her. And it all seemed normal.

			I almost got into a fight with Bob Dylan—and I did many times with Lou Reed. And of course, Al Kooper—a formerly nice Jewish boy like me, and my partner in the Blues Project and then Blood, Sweat & Tears, who became Dylan’s sidekick and dined out for years telling the story of how he crashed the Highway 61 recording session to play the organ on “Like a Rolling Stone”—well, we spent half a lifetime trying to kill each other. 

			I played at Monterey and Woodstock—not to mention one of those crazy Murray the K shows with the Who and Cream and Wilson Pickett—and partied with Groucho Marx, Sidney Poitier, Elizabeth Taylor, and the ’69 Mets. 

			Somewhere around my house here in the foothill of the Berkshires I have three Grammy Awards—not bad out of ten nominations. I have a few DownBeat Readers Poll Awards, which are awesome, but also contributed to the downfall of Blood, Sweat & Tears when the jazz guys in the band thought that was their cue to take over and start blowing “serious shit,” promptly driving our rock ’n’ roll audience away. I’ve got three gold albums and one that went quadruple platinum. All together I’ve sold something like 29 million records. My neighbors don’t have a clue. 

			I’ve done tours with Miles Davis and Nina Simone, did my damnedest to teach Sammy Davis Jr. how to roll a serviceable joint, and eventually became everything I hated––a suit at a record company.

			Occasionally I gig, but never again with the guys who seemingly defined my career: Al Kooper, Lou Reed, and the woman-beating, arrogant Blood, Sweat & Tears singer David Clayton-Thomas. 

			Of the three, though, Lou was the real poison pill. He was the catalyst for me falling out with my brother, who was head of Artists and Repertoire at RCA, and Lou’s putative boss. I produced two pretty good records for Lou and pretty much saved him from a career as a cult figure living on the margins. 

			A magazine once published a feature story called “Blood, Sweat & Blintzes.” The subtitle on the cover was “Is Steve Katz a Rock Star?” It was a fairly accurate portrait of me. There I was, listening to show tunes and leaving my parents’ house with a week’s worth of supplies—“stuffed cabbage, chicken soup with rice, salad with sour cream dressing, pot roast, potato kugel, corn on the cob, and in-case-you-are-still-hungry roast chicken,” not to mention a bag full of clean linens. 

			I was, and am, kind of a nerd. I never wore cool on my sleeve like some guys could, and never tried. Jimi Hendrix once asked me if he could borrow my horn section for his next record; how much cooler did I need to be? Too bad he died before he got around to it.

			I got lucky. It’s kind of hard to imagine now just how big Blood, Sweat & Tears was back then—smash records, traveling the world on private jets, too much money and sex to keep track of. And as proud as I am of our big hits—“You’ve Made Me So Very Happy” and “And When I Die” (I never liked “Spinning Wheel”)––unfortunately, we get blamed for a lot of bad jazz-rock fusion. (I swear I had nothing to do with that; I’m a rock ’n’ roll guy.) 

			I was a product of the times in which I lived, but thankfully, I wasn’t a casualty. Talking about drugs in that magazine article, I sound like an idiot: “It’s great to play when you are stoned on grass—the psychic vibrations are much stronger.” And then there was my mom, right there in the story, asking me if I ever took LSD, and me confessing that I had, but promising her I would never do it again. I guess it’s kind of ironic that I ended up working with a notorious pincushion like Lou Reed.

			Rock stardom, real or imagined, drives people to some pretty weird places. I’m one of the fortunate ones. I walked through that door and, for the most part, stayed fairly sane. 

			But boy, do I have a story to tell you . . . 

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 1 

			The Birth of the Blues

			Mineola High School was close to being torn down when I first arrived. It was 1960. Vietnam was just the tiniest tempest in a teapot, and prior to the protests and riots to come, colleges were strictly where one went to get an education.

			Mineola High was an old brick behemoth and, like most high schools of the time, smelled of Brylcreem and body odor. It would be a while before the boys room was filled with pot smoke. 

			The school housed four kinds of kids—jocks, hoods (post-greaser punks, Sharks and Jets who kept their cigarettes rolled up in their T-shirt sleeves), the kids not smart enough to consider college who majored in woodshop, and the few weirdoes who went out for drama. Music at Mineola was pretty much nonexistent, and probably thought of by the administration to be totally off-the-wall, if not dangerously extreme. Rock music was still considered a threat. 

			As a nice Jewish boy with beatnik tendencies, I didn’t really fit in to any of those four categories (I didn’t know it then, but I was just waiting for the ’60s to really get started), so I quickly had to find a way to survive high school without being shunned by the entire student body and doomed to acute social depression and greater than normal teen angst.

			I decided to become a journalist—not the “news” kind of journalist, more like the “gossip” kind of journalist—reporting on the comings and goings of the underbelly of our little postpubescent adolescent society. I took journalism class and somehow talked my way into getting my own column in the school newspaper. I would become the J. J. Hunsecker of Mineola High School. Why on earth would I want to have a column? To blackmail my fellow classmates. What could I possibly gain by putting everybody’s dirty laundry out to dry? Security. I would use my column to blackmail the physically threatening hoods and pompously condescending jocks so that they would allow me to survive in this depressing teenage jungle that I was stuck in, and in return they would not have to suffer the humiliation that my malevolent little world of gossip and innuendo could offer. 

			My column was called, appropriately, “Steve’s World.” I felt like Stalin’s NKVD. People would come to me with stories of other people. They would name names, point accusing fingers at their fellow classmates, entitle me with juicy tales from parties past and of pregnancies future. I was king of the rumor mill. I loved it. I not only survived, I thrived. If a girl looked at me the wrong way, I would write that she was about to do a butter commercial in New York for the “seventy-cent spread.” If a hood threatened to beat my brains in, I would report on good authority that his muffler sported a “a three-inch tailpipe,” thereby establishing myself as Mineola’s king of the double entendre. Once my classmates were subdued and my power trip no longer a novelty, I went on to use my column as a weekly diary to record my journeys into Manhattan.

			I had been singing unprofessionally since I was five years old, sometimes in the courtyard in front of our garden apartment in Queens, sometimes for my elementary school classmates, and sometimes on local live TV. I felt I needed something to accompany my growing a cappella repertoire, so I rented a ukulele. But at the risk of sounding like a miniature Arthur Godfrey, I gave it up, little realizing that I was only two strings away from my future vocation. I didn’t just want to sing—I wanted to be a musician. 

			It was the era of folk music, The Kingston Trio and The New Christy Minstrels. College kids were the fashionistas of the time—cool jazz, sick humor, coffeehouses with real-life beatniks. I wanted to be part of it and not just another square peg in Mr. Rhinehalter’s math class.

			Away from school, I was becoming more and more introspective, turning away from social and family obligations and leaning toward the arts for solace and inspiration. I hitched a ride to Greenwich Village one evening with my brother. Dennis and a friend of his wanted to spend some time checking out the coffeehouses. They wanted to see the White Horse Tavern where Dylan Thomas supposedly drank himself to death, and to find out what the beatniks were up to—maybe catch a Shakespeare sonnet over a cup of cappuccino or a “union” anthem or two by some ex–merchant marine at Gerdes Folk City.

			MacDougal Street was where we found the coffeehouses—the Figaro, Rienzi’s, the Fat Black Pussycat—all within a stone’s throw from each other, and where local chess players hovered over their tiny espresso cups in smoke-infested, softly lit amber palaces of the Beat Generation. Right in the middle, and just across from Minetta Lane, was a small conglomerate of storefronts that were at the heart of the pure folk music movement in New York. Downstairs was the Gaslight Cafe, to its left was the Kettle of Fish, a bar that was the folk music equivalent of the literary crowd’s White Horse Tavern, and, upstairs, occupying a small, old, musky floor-through, was Israel Young’s Folklore Center. Outside, on the street that was usually packed with suburban kids on weekend nights, you could take in the scent of coffee, filterless French cigarettes, and freshly grilled sausage and onions.

			The Folklore Center was the meeting place of the New York folk music crowd and all its attendant émigré folk musicians. Owned by Israel Young, known around the block as “Izzy,” the Folklore Center was the place to pick up obscure records that you couldn’t find anywhere else, where you could peruse Broadside and Sing Out magazines and linger around walls of traditional fretted instruments that would one day gain tenfold in value. But most of all, the Folklore Center, along with Allan Block’s Sandal Shop on West Fourth Street, was the place to hang out, to talk folk music and politics—to meet people and to jam. The store manager when Izzy wasn’t around was a skinny young man by the name of Jack Ballard. Jack, whose real name was Jack Prelutsky, and who later was to become America’s poet laureate for children, was an excellent guitarist. I practically begged Jack to rent me a guitar and give me lessons and he agreed, so I took home an old Martin and began a journey from which I have never turned back.

			I started taking the train on my own into the city. I especially loved the Village. I loved the beatniks and the leftists, the minstrels and the intellectuals. It was everything that my school wasn’t, so I traveled into Manhattan frequently and reported on it almost weekly in my column.
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			I began going in at night, mainly to hang out at the Gaslight Cafe. For a brief period, my homework consisted of learning chords and basic fingerpicking rudiments. I had to actually find time for school, although I disliked it more and more, and at times even resented going as my immersion into Manhattan grew. The Gaslight was also an antique floor-through just like the Folklore Center upstairs. It was dark and worn like a musty old antique and, like most of the cafes at the time, did not have a liquor license. The Gaslight offered “hootenanny” nights with an emcee who organized the talent for the evening. And most of the time, the emcee was grungy-voiced Dave Van Ronk, later known as “The Mayor of MacDougal Street.” When he wasn’t hosting, Dave would forfeit the role to Noel Stookey, later to become Paul of Peter, Paul and Mary. 

			Van Ronk, still only in his twenties but nonetheless a cynical old socialist, could frighten the holy bejesus out of a little kid from Long Island with his near-violent interpretations of “House of the Rising Sun” and Bessie Smith’s “Mean Old Bed Bug Blues.”  I was transfixed. I listened to sets by Tom Paxton, Mark Spoelstra, Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Patrick Sky, and Len Chandler while slowly sipping my cappuccino. I heard songs that I never knew existed, obscure blues, old-timey murder ballads, and original songs of protest and love—songs from all over the world. It took me a couple of weeks, but I finally asked Dave if he would give me lessons, and, like Jack Prelutsky, his answer, in his world-weary voice that probably meant I can’t believe I have to do this to earn a living, was that he would. I floated home that night.

			The next day I carried my rented guitar down to the station and took the Long Island Railroad into Manhattan, where I would hop a subway downtown to West Fifteenth Street, to Dave Van Ronk’s top-floor walk-up apartment and where, in the early afternoon, a sleepy Bob Dylan would just be waking up on Dave’s living room couch. Dylan had recently arrived in New York from the Midwest and was couch-hopping, mainly at the Van Ronks’. Dave and his wife, Terri Thal, a tall raven-haired beauty who was also managing Dave at the time, had taken Dylan under their wing, gave him shelter for a time, and unwittingly gave him some of Dave’s songs and arrangements to boot.

			Van Ronk, a walrus of an Irishman and one of the few remaining members of the Industrial Workers of the World, the Wobblies, would be sipping his coffee and smoking his first filterless Picayune cigarette of the day, his long straight sandy-blond hair falling wispily over one eye. He would stomp around the apartment in an old T-shirt and bare feet, trying to remember where he left his guitar, a large Gibson J-200 that looked like it belonged more in an upscale rodeo than in a lower Manhattan walk-up. Surrounded by African art and old ragtime and early jazz records, we would begin my lesson. With the help of Dave’s own homemade tablature, I learned how to back-pick an old New Orleans chestnut, a metaphor about prostitution called “Candy Man.” I had to practice like mad for the rest of the week so I wouldn’t have to endure Van Ronk’s intimidating evil eye all through our next session. Obviously Dave would have been happier doing other things, but not me. 

			For a while, Dave and Terri also took me under their wing. I once joined them at a Young Socialist League meeting—or was it Young People’s Socialist League meeting? These were the two factions of young socialists in New York at the time. Both were adjuncts of the American Socialist Party. I was told that the two groups did not get along. I imagined them having it out on Fourteenth Street, each nerdy faction, as in Kurosawa’s Yojimbo, taking their positions at either end of the block, all these kids with long black curly hair and impossibly thick glasses apprehensively running toward each other while tossing missiles of folded Trotskyite and Stalinist pamphlets like they were inventing a new sport up at City College. It was too difficult for me to understand, and to be honest, I really didn’t care. I just wanted to hang with Dave and Terri and meet girls. After an hour or so at the party, people would try to sign me up for membership while Terri batted them away with a stern look of disapproval, me being only seventeen and a political naïf. 

			Meanwhile, Dylan, with the help of some of the arrangements he had boosted from Van Ronk, got himself a record deal. One day while I was taking my lesson, he came rushing up the stairs to Dave and Terri’s from Columbia Records uptown with the final proof of the album’s artwork. He was as excited as a little kid and couldn’t get over the fact that in the cover photo, the strings of his guitar were backwards. I didn’t ask why, but Columbia obviously flipped the photo around for their own reasons, which didn’t seem to bother Bob at all. 

			Dave and Terri made love constantly. Sometimes I had to wait in their small living room while the two of them would thump away in the bedroom, a living metronome for my upcoming lesson. I loved going to Dave and Terri’s. The lessons were work, but hanging with the two of them was both joyful and educational. I wanted them to be my parents. Dave and Terri opened a world for me that I never wanted to leave. Sadly, in later years, I felt a coldness from Dave, possibly because of my own success and Dave’s bitterness at not being as successful in his lifetime as he should have been. 

			Usually, before my lessons with Dave, I would stop in at the Sam Goody Midtown record store. Goody had racks of cheap Folkways records without their sleeves. I never understood why the sleeves were missing, but I always found some great music to take home. On Sundays I would join the weekly folk music gatherings at Washington Square Park. 

			One summer Sunday, while casually walking around the large circle that enveloped the fountain, I heard what sounded like Reverend Gary Davis’s guitar. I walked around the fountain until I found a tall bespectacled kid playing his own sunburst Gibson J-200, the same as Van Ronk’s, and playing just like Reverend Davis himself. One of the most influential records for me at the time, and one that’s been in my top-ten list for most of my life, was Blind Gary Davis: Harlem Street Singer. Gary played his guitar like a gospel organ. His voice was the earthy, sometimes painful, sometimes powerful, and sometimes humorous voice of the poor black South. No wonder Van Ronk, Stefan Grossman, David Bromberg, Pete Seeger, and everyone else who knew or learned from Reverend Davis idolized him as much as they did. 

			When I first met him in 1963, Blind Gary Davis was singing on the streets of Harlem. Playing music in the streets was one of the few ways that impoverished blind black musicians were able to make a living in the 1920s through the early 1960s. Both in the South and in the major urban areas of the North, great blues singers like Blind Boy Fuller, Blind Blake, Blind Lemon Jefferson, and Blind Willie McTell created an art form out of their will to survive.

			I became lifelong friends with Stefan Grossman, one of the guys I met in Washington Square Park. Stefan was enrolled at Cooper Union and living with his parents in Gramercy Park. I was still living with my parents in Roslyn Heights, and about to commute to C. W. Post College in Brookville, part of Long Island University. (I somehow managed to graduate high school, though I didn’t even attend my own graduation. I had the school put my diploma in the mail.)

			Stefan was very close to Reverend Davis and felt that it would be good for me to travel up to the Bronx for a few lessons with the master himself. My fingerpicking was improving, and I needed to have a decent instrument—not just to play, but to impress all my folky friends around the fountain. Van Ronk and Stefan both played Gibson J-200s, so I had to have one as well. But it meant getting a job in the “straight” world. 

			The job I found was as stock boy and sometime salesman in the record department of the Westbury branch of E. J. Korvette. One of the larger chains of department stores in the New York metro area at the time, Korvettes was the 1950s and ’60s Long Island version of Walmart. I felt lucky to have landed a job in the record department of a major department store, even though I first started out the summer stocking albums and loading and unloading boxes of LPs. At least I was doing something that was somewhat close to music. Ironically, I was stocking Bob Dylan’s first album––schlepping the boxes up the conveyer belt, along with multiple volumes of Persuasive Percussion and The Sound of Music, and adding them to the bins and shelves.

			Typically corporate, when Korvettes hired the guys who worked in their record department, including myself, they should have known better. There were four of us. The other three, unlike myself, were adults with families to support and bills to pay. As diverse as we were, we all had one thing in common: a deep love and appreciation for music and records. Stanley was the manager of our department; Jerry and Hal were the salesmen. Stanley was a middle-aged Jewish guy whose specialty was old-time jazz and bebop from the 1930s and ’40s. Jerry was the bluegrass and country maven––Bill Monroe, the Stanley Brothers, George Jones. Hal was a skinny little black guy who loved R&B––John Lee Hooker and Jimmy Reed. I was the obscure folk music kid—lover of records that didn’t sell, or, according to my newfound politically correct phrase of choice, records that didn’t sell out. The four of us were purists. There was a sound system in our department where we were encouraged by management to play the top LPs of the day for the customers that wandered through and who hopefully picked up a few records to take home—West Side Story; Tony Bennett’s I Left My Heart in San Francisco; Peter, Paul and Mary; and anything by Frank Sinatra. 

			Instead we played what we liked. People would wander in, crinkle their noses at the speakers above, shake their heads, and walk out. This was especially true whenever I played Bob Dylan’s first album. People did not know what to make of it, and so, as if a giant golem had just farted in our little corner of the store, they would continue on to Kitchenware, Lawn Care, Young Sophisticates, or the parking lot. 

			One day an elderly Jewish man came up to me and asked if we had a copy of Richard Wagner’s Götterdämmerung, the last opera in Wagner’s Ring Cycle. Wagner, of course, was an infamous anti-Semite, but this in itself did not deter my customer, who, when told the only version we had in stock was on the esteemed German label Deutsche Grammophon, informed me that he would not buy anything on a German label, stormed out of the store, got into his Mercedes, and left, probably stopping at the local deli for some potato salad and knockwurst before heading back.

			At home my few friends and I lived a normal teenage existence, smoking and drinking when the parents weren’t looking, gossiping, and immersing ourselves in rock and roll. For me, it was like leading a double life, learning and practicing folk songs and blues in the evening and listening to The Shirelles in my spare time. Every night before going to sleep, I turned on my radio to hear Jean Shepherd and his colorful stories about growing up in the Midwest. Shepherd’s stream of consciousness was hip, intensely creative, and wonderfully entertaining. He was the Mark Twain of the early 1960s, and helped to develop my own somewhat cynical sense of humor. Shepherd was best known for writing and narrating A Christmas Story, now a staple of TV every holiday season. I tried not to wake my brother in the next room because he was studying for a degree at Fordham Law School, across from the new Lincoln Center. I lowered the volume, put the radio close to my ear, turned the dial, and bathed in the hard bop of The Symphony Sid Show until I drifted off. 
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			It was time to make an appointment to see Reverend Davis. I was a little scared, but I couldn’t wait to meet him. I would take the subway up to the South Bronx and walk up a rickety flight of stairs to his little clapboard shanty that was abutted on either side by two large tenements. The Reverend’s lovely wife, Annie, treated me like royalty, and for a five-dollar fee, Reverend Davis would tease and cajole me into playing my new big blond Gibson like I was entertaining at a Saturday-night fish fry in the Carolinas, circa 1935. Blind Gary Davis was a genius, and I feel honored to this day to have spent time with and learned from him. He taught me his own version of “Candy Man,” front-picking, unlike Van Ronk’s version, although Van Ronk professed to have learned it from Gary. I was now a “Candy Man” expert, backward and frontward. 

			Soon we took the lessons with Gary Davis on the road. Stefan and I would drive him to gigs and lead him around, as did a few other lucky kids. I would drive Gary up to Woodstock, Saratoga, and other folk venues where, at whatever lodging we were staying, I would bother the Reverend for some stories, songs, and hopefully a riff or two that I could pick up along the way. One of the funniest people I’ve ever known, Gary would always give in to my demands in return for a pinch of gin that I had promised Annie I would withhold from him. 

			Annie and the Reverend eventually moved from the South Bronx to Queens, thanks to some long-overdue royalty checks for “If I Had My Way,” recorded by Peter, Paul and Mary. Reverend Davis recorded the song for Prestige Records as “Samson and Delilah,” also a staple of Van Ronk’s repertoire. 

			One day I got a call from Annie, who asked if I could pick up Reverend Davis on an upcoming Saturday night. Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee were opening for Roland Kirk at the Village Gate, and Gary wanted to say hello to his old friend Sonny. Their friendship went back decades to the early blues days in North Carolina. I picked up the Reverend and we went down to Bleecker Street, to the Village Gate. Sonny and Brownie played a set, and the Reverend and I went backstage where Roland Kirk was hanging around as well, waiting to go on. 

			Now, Reverend Davis is blind, Sonny Terry is blind, and Roland Kirk is blind. So Reverend Davis bumps into Roland Kirk and, thinking it’s his old friend Sonny, gives Roland Kirk a big bear hug, and of course Roland Kirk thinks it’s an old friend of his and returns the hug through yet another bout of tears as I am trying desperately, like a referee at a heavyweight boxing match, to pull the two apart. Things then settled down and Sonny and Reverend Davis finally had their own tearful reunion. 

			Whenever Van Ronk, Dylan, and Phil Ochs wanted to go somewhere and not pay for a cab, I would get a call from Dave. “Hey, can you get the car tonight?” So I would ask my parents for the car, and four or five of us would go uptown to hang out with Paul Rothchild, Prestige Records’ house hipster and producer. We then journeyed back down to the Village, our safe harbor from anything above Fourteenth Street. I recall one night when we all went to the Kettle of Fish, the bar adjacent to the Gaslight Cafe. The Kettle was small, with sawdust on the floor. Van Ronk, Dylan, and Ochs wanted to have a few drinks, and I had my phony ID (I was still underage). Dylan was regaling us with tales of how he was being booked on tours, traveling from city to city to do shows and actually being paid for it. 

			Touring and actually getting paid for it was completely beyond everyone’s scope of comprehension. It was not something that West Village folksingers did. It was the kind of thing that Sammy Davis Jr. did, and God knows, you would never catch Sammy passing the hat at Caesars Palace. And here was Dylan talking about having played at a college in Georgia to thunderous applause, months before Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech in Washington and the Freedom Rides of 1964. At this point in his career, Dylan was mentored by the ghost of Hank Williams and proclaimed to his friends, ironically, that he was nonpolitical, and that he was as flabbergasted as the rest of us by his newfound fame and growing reputation as a guru of the coming counterculture.

			I was now hanging out at the Gaslight Cafe most of the time. The stage, which had started out against a long wall, was later moved to the back of the room—a room that was small to begin with but never ergonomically comfortable enough for a fan base that was growing by the week. I remember Bob Dylan and John Sebastian playing together one evening, a night when I introduced myself to Al Jardine of the Beach Boys, who had decided to take a trip downtown to the Bohemian enclaves of Greenwich Village. I was sitting with Al when Dylan came on and did “Hey, Mr. Tambourine Man,” the first time I had heard it. In between songs, Jardine leaned over and asked me if Dylan was “straight.” I said, “Yes,” but I couldn’t tell if Al was asking about Dylan’s drug use or his sexual habits. In retrospect, I probably should have answered “It’s complicated” and left it at that.

			The memories I treasure most from the Gaslight were meeting some of the blues greats that were “rediscovered” by Dick Waterman and Tom Hoskins, a couple of guys from the Washington, DC, area. When I first heard an old 78 rpm record of Skip James doing “Devil Got My Woman,” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was spooky, ethereal, almost not from this world. This was not the casual twelve- or eight-bar blues of Big Bill Broonzy and Brownie McGhee. This was something completely far out. Skip James had a high-tenor, almost-falsetto quality in his voice and sang over a complex guitar part that introduces the song for a chorus, and that I later learned was in an open D-minor tuning. The first line—I’d rather be the devil, than be that woman’s man—exemplifies why the Delta blues was as poetic and mysterious as anything in American literature. Eric Clapton understood this when Cream featured Skip James’s “I’m So Glad” in their repertoire. 

			I met Skip James at the Gaslight. Along with Mississippi John Hurt, he was one of the gentlest people I’ve ever met, at once living up to the mystery of his recordings and revealing himself to be a fine poet and musician. He was the antithesis of Son House, who could be nasty and irascible like his songs. Son House’s music was also poetry, but of a different kind.

			Gerdes Folk City had three locations during its long and storied life in New York City. In the early and mid-’60s, it was across the street from the building that later housed The Bottom Line, at the corner of West Fourth and Mercer. The bluegrass people would be there, the singer-songwriters, the blues crowd, the traditional folkies. I used to go there because that was where so many of my future bandmates and some of my favorite “roots” musicians would hang out—Winnie Winston, David Grisman, John Sebastian, Stefan Grossman, Red Allen and Frank Wakefield, the Greenbriar Boys with John Herald and Ralph Rinzler, and Eric Andersen. Reverend Gary Davis would often play there, and Bob Dylan would be lurking around as well, or thumbing through the New York Times, looking for song ideas. Downstairs at Gerdes was folk music’s equivalent of the Round Table at the Algonquin Hotel. One gas explosion in that basement in 1963 would have completely changed the course of folk music history—but Dylan wouldn’t have been around to write about it. 
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			I was part of the generation of folkies that preceded Dylan, Van Ronk, Ochs, and all the other heroes of our crowd. It consisted of future luminaries like Sebastian, Grisman, Maria D’Amato, Stefan, and Joshua Rifkin, who later interpreted Scott Joplin rags on his own hit Nonesuch album, and then proceeded to become one of the world’s leading Bach experts and conductors. In our coming jug band, however, Rifkin would play kazoo, and sometimes piano when the opportunity presented itself.

			We would trade licks at Marc Silber’s Fretted Instruments on Sixth Avenue, a second-floor walk-up next to the Waverly Theater, where you could try out a guitar without attracting the suspicious glares you would get from the uptight salesmen in the music stores of squaresville Midtown. Some of us were devotees of the blues, and some were bluegrass and old-timey enthusiasts, but all of us wanted to play music together. We found our common denominator in jug band music.

			The Even Dozen Jug Band was my first group. It was late spring of 1963. We were mostly local kids who loved traditional folk music, real folk music. We got acquainted with each other at jam sessions in Washington Square Park. After sundown, some of us reconvened to play at old-time fiddler Allan Block’s Sandal Shop on West Fourth Street, run by the father of the great folk-blues musician Rory Block. Sometimes we were ten, or sometimes thirteen, depending on who showed up to any given gig or rehearsal. The core lineup that also recorded the only album we ever did came to thirteen people—not exactly an even dozen, but rather, a baker’s dozen: 

			 

			Stefan Grossman—vocal, guitar, six-string banjo 

			Peter Jacobson—vocal, guitar, six-string banjo

			Peter Siegel—vocal, guitar, five-string banjo 

			Frank Goodkin—five-string banjo

			David Grisman—mandolin 

			Fred Weisz—fiddle 

			Steve Katz—vocal, washboard

			Joshua Rifkin—vocal, piano, kazoo

			John Sebastian—harmonica, kazoo

			Danny Lauffer—jug

			Peggy Haines—jug

			Maria D’Amato—vocal, fiddle

			Bob Gurland—hand trumpet

			 

			We were all in college, New York’s adolescent answer to the older and more-experienced Jim Kweskin Jug Band out of Cambridge, Massachusetts. We idolized Cannon’s Jug Stompers and the Memphis Jug Band. None of us were religious, yet we prayed at the altar of Bill Monroe, Charley Patton, and the Carter Family. We subsisted on 78 rpm records that were discovered in the shacks and hovels of the rural South by collectors like Harry Smith, Nick Perls, and Alan Lomax. Along with Sam Charters’s collection, The Country Blues, on Folkways, it was Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music, a three-box set of LPs, also on Folkways, that originally inspired my love for American roots music. I listened to these records as if I were diving into a pomegranate—for me, each seed was a perfect song, a perfect story, and a perfect work of art. Listen to “Statesboro Blues” by Blind Wille McTell, “Maggie Campbell Blues” by Tommy Johnson, or “Devil Got My Woman” by Skip James, and you will understand.

			As it turned out, the Even Dozen Jug Band had too many guitar players, so I found myself an old washboard, brushed up on what I knew from playing my bongos, and saddled up for ragtime. We rehearsed anywhere we could, including Victoria Spivey’s apartment. Victoria Spivey, an old-time jazz singer in the style of Bessie Smith, recorded mainly in the 1930s and was cast in King Vidor’s first sound film, Hallelujah! Ms. Spivey had taken us under her wing, a very generous and brave act considering how many we were. We worked up a bunch of string band tunes and rags. Most of us sang, and Maria and I did a couple of duets. We did sensitive songs, like “Evolution Mama,” or songs that touched the heart, like “Take Your Fingers Off It.”

			We “signed” to Victoria Spivey’s label, Spivey Records, in the summer of 1963, but later, when Vanguard Records signed the Jim Kweskin Jug Band, Elektra Records made a bid for the Even Dozen Jug Band in anticipation of a jug band music fad. Elektra bought out the contract with Spivey Records in early October 1963 (our advance was an extravagant $1,000, split twelve ways, minus management’s cut––management being Israel Young, who owned the Folkore Center on MacDougal Street). 

			The jug band wars were about to begin. In the time that it took a messenger to bicycle down Sixth Avenue to the Village, contracts in hand, we were in the studio and recording our only album, The Even Dozen Jug Band. It took us two days to record and was released in December of 1963, a month after our “rival,” the Jim Kweskin Jug Band, released their first album. Our producer, the aforementioned Paul Rothchild, who moved on to Elektra and was later to produce The Doors, Love, the Paul Butterfield Blues Band, Tim Buckley, Fred Neil, Phil Ochs, and Judy Collins, had us form a large circle around two microphones for the newly ubiquitous “stereo” effect. All takes were done live without any overdubs, and yet both the performance and recording still sound good today—except for a bizarre Jimmy Durante impersonation that I did on the last verse of “Come On In.”

			Speaking of impersonations, Izzy Young did his version of a manager, though I honestly can’t remember what Izzy ever did aside from telling us where to be and at what time. In order to facilitate an image, we dressed ourselves in uniforms of dungarees, blue work shirts, and black vests—and that is how we look on the album cover. The photo was taken by Elektra art director Bill Harvey atop a building in Midtown, where we were sprawled out under a huge water tower. There is one person on the cover, I believe her name was Marlene, who was a friend of some of the band members and not in the band at all. Marlene didn’t even play an instrument. The missing members from the photo were Peter Jacobson and Peggy Haines. 

			Things were pretty loose in those days. We played a few live gigs, including two at Carnegie Hall and two nationally televised TV shows. The first TV show we did was The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson on Friday, January 17, 1964. Because of union rules at the time, the show could not afford more than five of us, so John Sebastian, myself, Stefan, Peter Siegel, and Maria came, in uniform, to Radio City’s NBC studios, where we were joined onstage by Johnny Carson on kazoo and baseball great Leo Durocher on comb. 

			On Saturday, February 22, 1964, we performed on a nationally aired folk music exploitation TV show called Hootenanny, emceed by Art Linkletter’s son, Jack. Had the band been political, we would have joined the pickets that night outside of Fordham University’s Bronx campus, who were protesting Pete Seeger’s exclusion from the series because of Pete’s leftist leanings. A Fordham priest in full attire came up to me in the cafeteria. Thinking I was a student, he looked at my old-timey dungaree outfit and, in the tone of a nasty Dickensian schoolmaster, asked me, “What are you doing dressed like that?” to which I answered, while mustering all the Jewishness I could in the form of answering a question with a question, “What are you doing dressed like that?” I was lucky not to have been expelled. 

			We suffered a small bout of jug band crossbreeding. Maria D’Amato met Geoff Muldaur (of the Kweskin Jug Band) at a party that the record companies threw at our rehearsal space next to the Chelsea Hotel, on West Twenty-Third Street. Maria got plastered that night and threw up all over Geoff. They were engaged not long after, and she became Maria Muldaur. We lost Maria to the competition. 

			The rest is jug band history. Elektra wanted us to quit college and play full-time professionally. We had an audition with the William Morris Agency. They wanted us to go on the road, competing with acts like the New Christy Minstrels, but we all thought that quitting school would be foolish so, in May of 1964, after one year, two nationally televised TV shows, two appearances at Carnegie Hall, and one appearance at the Lajos Kossuth’s First Hungarian Reformed Church on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, we decided to call it quits. We took a vote by hand one day outside of our rehearsal hall. John Sebastian wanted to perform. John was in the musicians’ union and not in school at the time, and that’s why he used his middle name, “Benson,” on the album credits. None of the rest of us were union members. All of us but John wanted to go back to school. So that day, to the dismay of our agency, record company, and the few fans that we had, was the day we voted the Even Dozen Jug Band out of existence.

			I continued my commute to school every day, now from Douglaston, Queens, where my parents had moved. I majored in English and minored in history. I was in the slow lane to law school, but I missed the band and the “glitz” of show business. Playing in a jug band had really given me the bug. 

			In the summer of 1964, after the break-up of the Even Dozen, Stefan and Marc Silber and I decided to drive out to California in Marc’s red 1952 Mercury, which was accessorized with an ailing fuel pump and a broken rear signal light. Never having been west of the Hudson River, this was to be the adventure of a lifetime. We were going to spend the summer in Berkeley, trading instruments, jamming, and looking for the odd gig at whatever folk music venues were available. The car was filled with acoustic instruments that we would sell along the way, possibly to Harry Tuft at the Folklore Center in Denver, or maybe to McCabe’s Guitar Shop in Santa Monica. And we knew we would be hanging out at Jon Lundberg’s Fretted Instruments on Dwight Way in Berkeley. Jon specialized in restoring, building, and selling acoustic instruments.

			On our way out, we were stopped in Vernal, Utah, by two officers of the Utah State Police. Our car was filled with acoustic instruments. Oh, and then there was the Buffalo Bill look-alike carnival guy in the backseat who we’d picked up hitchhiking outside of Omaha, who, when asked where he was going, had shrugged his shoulders and said “Oh, I dunno; where’re you boys headin’ to?”

			This was the year of the Freedom Rides, of long-haired left-wing punks who were asking for trouble just by passing through and stirring things up with their fancy banjo tunes and early Welsh murder ballads. I was driving at the time we were pulled over and was asked to sit in the backseat of the patrol car. 

			The first officer came back after a quick search of the Mercury and said to his partner, “Think we should have them play us a song?” My knees began to shake. The biggest fear at that moment was not spending some time in a local cell; my biggest fear was that I was about to pee in my pants right there in the patrol car and get their backseat all wet, in which case we probably wouldn’t have even made it into town for an arraignment. Luckily, we were saved from major humiliation and possible personal injury when the other officer answered, “Nah, shift’s ending; let’s go home,” and let us off with a warning to get our taillight fixed. 

			So we proceeded on our way, me driving with my eyes out the side window so I could get a good glimpse of the mesas at sunset, something I was not used to seeing in Queens. Stefan and Marc begged me to keep my eyes on the road, but I knew these were sights that you would only get to see maybe once in a lifetime. They did make it clear, however, that my lifetime probably wouldn’t last more than an hour or two more if I kept driving with my head out the window. 

			The interstates were not yet finished. We saw America from its secondary roads, and what we saw was an America that no longer exists, where local businesses were owned by families and small-town entrepreneurs, and each locality had not yet lost their own unique accents and identity. We ate local meat and vegetables, and for breakfast had fresh eggs that were as big as tennis balls. As we drove, we listened to local radio stations that were not yet programmed by “professionals,” but were dictated by the tastes of people from diverse ethnic areas all across the country. And people were friendly all over; Vietnam and the Nixon administration had not yet divided the nation.

			We arrived in Berkeley the summer before the student demonstrations of Mario Savio and the Berkeley Free Speech Movement, a foreshadowing of the antiwar demonstrations that would occur on campuses across the country throughout the remaining decade and beyond. We couldn’t have cared less about campus protests at the time, although you could cut the vibe in that summer’s Berkeley air with a dull knife. We were there to see Lightnin’ Hopkins and Big Mama Thornton at the Cabale, to hang out with John Fahey at the Jabberwock, and to jam with Jerry Garcia and Pigpen at Lundberg’s Fretted Instruments. 

			I was living all that summer on one hundred hard-earned dollars and subsisted on cheap footlong hot
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