
[image: Cover Image]


QUICKSILVER MESSENGER SERVICE
& THE END OF AN ERA


QUICKSILVER MESSENGER SERVICE
& THE END OF AN ERA

David R. Greenland

BearManor Media
2025


Quicksilver Messenger Service & the End of an Era

Copyright © 2025 David R. Greenland

All rights reserved.

No portion of this publication may be reproduced, stored, and/or copied electronically (except for academic use as a source), nor transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher and/or author.

Published in the United States of America by:

BearManor Media

1317 Edgewater Dr. #110
Orlando, FL 32804

bearmanormedia.com

Printed in the United States.

Typesetting and layout by PKJ Passion Global

ISBN–979-8-88771-763-0


For Harriet, Patron Saint


PREFACE & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Whenever I come across a book regarding an aspect of popular culture—music, film, or television—I am always curious about the author’s qualifications. Is the writer an expert on the subject, or merely a zealous admirer who has composed a highly biased valentine to the object of their passion?

With that in mind, what makes me eligible to write a chronicle of Quicksilver Messenger Service, a legendary San Francisco band whose history no one has yet recorded in a single volume? Let me offer this very abridged version of my relevant credentials:

I was born in the early 1950s and come from a family of music lovers and amateur musicians. My parents, brothers, and most of my relatives had larger than average record collections, so I grew up exposed to everything from Nat King Cole, Frank Sinatra, Tony Bennett, and Mahalia Jackson to, of course, Elvis Presley. What intrigued me the most, however, were my father’s jazz albums: Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, and several lesser known artists. From a very early age my brain was wired to appreciate music that was more adventurous than most of what was in the Top 40, especially pre-1964.How Miles Davis interpreted the old standard “Bye Bye Blackbird” in comparison to the rendition on one of those Mitch Miller sing-along albums struck me as nothing less than revelatory. Consequently, I was primed to accept the sounds that started coming from San Francisco in the late 1960s.

Like the Rolling Stones’ Keith Richards, my first musical hero was Roy Rogers, but that changed once I acquired a transistor radio and discovered Ray Charles. (Nearly thirty years later, I attended the public ceremony when Brother Ray was given a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame.) Of course I was a Beatlemaniac (the first album I bought with my own money was a mono copy of Something New), an obsession which resulted in becoming part of several bands of varying sizes and styles for the next three decades. We played at parties and in coffee houses, and recorded in living rooms, basements, garages, and professional studios. By far my most significant musical achievement was having a track made with the late Barry Craig (known in ambient music circles as A Produce) ending up on a 2021 compilation CD released by Independent Projects Records. In his liner notes, veteran rock journalist David Fricke compared our contribution to David Crosby’s first solo album, which happened to be one of our major inspirations.

Over the years I learned to play a few instruments—none exceptionally—and how to read and write music, but that was most definitely not the type of writing at which I excelled. Combining that talent with an addiction to music (leading to a collection of several thousand albums), my first efforts to see print—besides high school and college newspapers—were in the numerous rock publications that flourished in the late 1960s and into the ‘70s. Most of my submissions were rejected (someone at the once-essential Rolling Stone scrawled only “sorry” on one), a few were published, and I was once paid for a piece that was never used. I briefly found work as a reporter, taught a creative writing class at a local college, and wrote books devoted to vintage television series. Serendipitously, I discovered that one of my neighbors, Doug Cameron, had been a roadie for the Doors, and I persuaded him to let me help write his self-published memoir (Inside the Fire: My Strange Days with the Doors) of those days.

I’ve never been a rabid attendee of live concerts, but have managed to see many of the greats and other worthwhile artists from A (America) to Z (ZZ Top), a few more than once: Bob Dylan, the Grateful Dead, the Doors, CSN, Muddy Waters, B.B. King, Stevie Ray Vaughan, Dr. John, Mahavishnu Orchestra, Gordon Lightfoot, Kris Kristofferson, Roberta Flack, Merle Haggard, the Hollies, Willie Nelson, Johnny Cash, Chicago, Jackson Browne, Ry Cooder, the Charlie Daniels Band, Wet Willie, Pure Prairie League, Waylon Jennings, Eric Clapton, Hamilton Camp and many more. In particular, Quicksilver Messenger Service put on two of the most rousing shows I’ve ever experienced.

The band was notoriously publicity-shy, granting few interviews during the peak of their popularity. “We weren’t ambitious to make it big in the music business or anything,” said guitarist/singer Gary Duncan in 2016. “We just wanted to play. We wanted to make enough money to pay the rent and have some pot to smoke.” Nor were they interested in making records, becoming the last major San Francisco band to sign with a label. Even then they were not the subject of as much press coverage as Jefferson Airplane or the Grateful Dead. As a result, I’ve had to rely on my personal library of music-oriented books (which number in the hundreds) and a scant amount of articles and reviews in back issues of music publications, several of which went out of business decades ago. Needless to say, this book would not have been possible if not for the recollections and/or pioneering histories of Lee Abraham, Toni Brown, David Crosby, Shelley L. Duncan, David Gans, John Glatt, Ralph J. Gleason, Carl Gottlieb, Robert Greenfield, Christopher Hjort, Richard Morton Jack, Bill Kreutzmann, Phil Lesh, Andy McArthur,Dennis McNally, Ed Munsen, Mark Myers, Bruce Pollack, Peter Richardson, Sandy Troy, Jann S. Wenner, and Paul Williams.

This is certainly not a complete history of San Francisco’s golden era as a musical mecca, a time more thoroughly and colorfully depicted by such indispensible works as Joel Selvin’s Summer of Love, Charles Perry’s The Haight-Ashbury, Jeff Tamarkin’s Got A Revolution!: The Turbulent Flight of Jefferson Airplane, Blair Jackson’s Garcia: An American Life, Living With The Dead by Rock Scully and David Dalton, Craig Fenton’s Take Me to A Circus Tent: The Jefferson Airplane Flight Log and Julian Dawson’s …and on piano Nicky Hopkins in particular.

A considerable amount of information about Quicksilver Messenger Service in magazines, books, liner notes, and the Internet is redundant and/or inaccurate, so I am exceptionally indebted to devoted Quicksilver fans/journalists David Cavanagh, Ed Condran, Bill DeYoung, Mike Fornatale, John Kirkman, Arthur Levy, Dan MacIntosh, Jon “Mojo” Mills, Joli Valenti Powers, Alan Robinson, Michael Saltzman, Dean Sciarra, Mick Skidmore, Mark Skobac, Mike Somavilla, George Starostin, Dave Thompson, John Tobler, and Richie Unterberger. Particular appreciation is extended to Jeff Tamarkin for his concise essay in Culture Shock’s rare 2015 Quicksilver box set.

Special thanks to Natalie Snoyman of the Lucretia Little History Room of the Mill Valley Public Library for permission to quote from Debra Schwartz’s 2019 interview with David Freiberg, and for efforts to put me in touch with Mr. Freiberg.

Enormous gratitude to the following companies: Air Cuts/ODL, Bear Records/Voiceprint, BGO Records, Capitol Records, Carlotta’s CDs, Cema Special Markets, Charly Records, Cleopatra Records/Purple Pyramid Records, Collectors’ Choice Music, Floating World/Retro World, Freakbeat Records, Gary Duncan Archives, Global World Ltd., Gonzo Multimedia, It’sABoutMusic, LLC, Koch International/Sony Music, Lab Records/Great American Music Company, Mig Music, Pymander Records, Sonic Boom, and Soundstage/ODL. Very special thanks to Keith Martin!

All photographs are from the author’s personal collection, some courtesy of various record labels, and others in the public domain. The author claims no ownership of any images.

Thanks also to the assistance or encouragement of Paul Greenland, Steve “Bro” Homan, Ben Ohmart, Sarah Joseph, Nick Anez, and, as ever, my wife Cleo, whose open mind, open ears, and extreme patience contributed greatly to the realization of this project.




INTRODUCTION

“We would all like to be able to live an uncluttered life, a simple life, a good life, you know, and, like, think about moving the whole human race a step ahead. Or a few steps. Or half a step.”

Jerry Garcia of The Grateful Dead, 1967

A musical renaissance that endured at least through 1974 began in 1965, the year simple rock ‘n’ roll began its transformation into rock. No longer was youth-oriented music merely for the feet (“It has a good beat, and you can dance to it,” said countless teen judges on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand), but also for the head. Lyrics meant something and were often poetic, even controversial. Most responsible for this change was a combination of the early ‘60s folk boom, led by Bob Dylan, and the so-called British Invasion of 1964, with the Beatles at the forefront. A comparison of the charts from 1963 and those of 1965 illustrates how quickly and dramatically the musical landscape shifted. Gone were the likes of Chubby Checker, Little Peggy March, and Hollywood teen idols like Paul Peterson. The best-selling fifty albums of 1965 still included movie and Broadway soundtracks (which would continue to dominate until 1968), but also such landmark recordings as Bringing It All Back Home and Highway 61 Revisited (both featuring Dylan’s first use of electric instruments), The Beach Boys Today! (Brian Wilson’s first serious attempts to move beyond songs about surfing and cars), three by the Rolling Stones (The Rolling Stones, Now!, 12x5, Out of Our Heads), and three by the Beatles (Beatles ’65, Beatles VI, A Hard Day’s Night), who had managed to notch the biggest seller of the previous year (Meet the Beatles), a first for a pop group. Joan Baez, the Supremes, and Peter, Paul & Mary also made respectable showings.

While it remains true that there are really only two kinds of music—good and bad—a cornucopia of sounds was emanating from the United Kingdom and all across the United States: New York, Chicago, Detroit, Memphis, Nashville, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. For ten years, blues, folk, country, soul, jazz, and pop all coalesced in the entity known as rock. Incredibly, all of these styles coexisted more or less comfortably, appealing—to varying degrees—to everyone listening. Thus could singer/songwriter Laura Nyro and Quicksilver Messenger Service perform on the same day at the Monterey Pop Festival in 1967 and be appreciated by the same audience. Ditto for the Woodstock Music & Art Fair two years later, where Joan Baez and Ravi Shankar were both accepted by the masses. (Imagine Taylor Swift and the Foo Fighters on the same bill today and being cheered equally by their wildly diverse fans. More than likely it will never happen.)

Baby Boomers—anyone born between 1946 and 1964—in their teens and twenties by 1965 came of age along with the roughly ten-year development of what is now known as Classic Rock. (Some disc jockeys insist on extending this time frame into the 1980s, arguably the most dated and artificial decade in music history, a great many of its albums—including good ones—overproduced, sterile, and outright dull.) Several musicologists have suggested that the music one hears between the ages of thirteen and thirty tends to make the most vivid impression, so it is not surprising that most Boomers I know regard the Classic Rock period as paramount. Never before and never again was such an amazing variety of music created.

But what accounts for generations not even born during those years regarding the late ‘60s/early ‘70s as a magic time, when groundbreaking albums were being released on an almost weekly basis? Philosopher Tobias Churton, author of The Spiritual Meaning of the Sixties, observes:

“My daughter was born in 2000. At a certain point in her teens she began collecting vinyl records: largely re-releases of ‘seminal’ 1960s music by the Beatles, the Who, the Band, the Byrds, the Rolling Stones, Pink Floyd, Jimi Hendrix, and the Doors…She ‘dug’ it because it spoke directly to her in a way much contemporary popular music did not—and the contemporary music she did—and does—buy into undoubtedly drew inspiration from the best of Sixties pop/rock. Among my daughter’s friends who share her enthusiasm subsists a common belief that ‘the Sixties’ was something they are very annoyed to have missed, even something they might have preferred to have been born into. Still, something of ‘it’ may yet be accessed through music, not out of nostalgia or, obviously, wistful reminiscence, but of immediate delight. The music seems to these young people very ‘now,’ fresh, of the moment, even vital and superior.”

In the late ‘90s I was managing a used CD store, and while discs by the latest one-hit wonders and flavors-of-the-month sat accumulating dust, albums released during the late ‘60s/early ‘70s were rarely brought in. When they were, their shelf life was always limited. I recall a young man no older than sixteen or seventeen who was buying titles by the Doors, Savoy Brown, the Grateful Dead, and a few others, saying, “Man, I’m sure glad I found these. Today’s music sucks!” When I told him I had passed up an opportunity to go to Woodstock, his eyes widened and he shook his head. “Man, you were dumb! Were you ever in San Francisco?” “In spirit,” I replied. He seemed to be impressed that I heard the first Santana album before it was released because a woman I worked with knew someone in the band and had an advance copy.

I am now what some acquaintances call an aging hippie, but I certainly did not look like one in high school. (With black frame glasses and short hair I could have passed for Buddy Holly’s cousin.) Even so, I tended to hang around with students who did, who were attracted to and affected by the new music, who had a genuine concern for what was making the world an ugly place: war, racism, assassinations, politics, destruction of the ecology, corporate greed, rampant materialism, the hypocrisy of organized religion, subjugation of women, —all societal problems that, unfortunately, have yet to be fully eradicated. The belief among some young people that anyone over thirty could not be trusted was naïve, but not as asinine as the slogans adopted by right-wing conservatives (a/k/a The Establishment): America, love it or leave it; my country, right or wrong; make America beautiful—get a haircut. The aptly named Generation Gap seemed to widen in direct proportion to the escalation of the government’s disastrous misadventure in Vietnam. The specter of that war hung over the heads of all young men who had to register for the draft and face the possibility of their future being put on hold. Music became a welcome and even necessary distraction, if not a refuge.

Fortunately, the high school I attended was fairly liberal in that the student council was allowed to pipe music into the cafeteria during lunch hour, which is where I’m reasonably certain I first heard Quicksilver Messenger Service one afternoon in early 1969. “This here is rock and roll,” a voice muttered, followed by a bone-crunching rendition of Bo Diddley’s “Mona,” punctuated by a stinging, almost trembling lead guitar, the likes of which I had never heard before. No one I was sitting with knew who it was, but we all agreed it was amazingly different than what was played before or after. At the end of the day, the girl whose locker was next to mine appeared with an armload of albums, and the cover of the one on top was an antiquated painting of a mounted cowboy waving farewell to a pioneer woman in the distance. It was called Happy Trails, a famous number by my early hero Roy Rogers, and the band was Quicksilver Messenger Service. “Do they do that old song?” I asked. “At the end,” she replied. “Kind of corny, but the rest is great!” She confirmed that “Mona” was one of the tracks. I had my own copy before the week was out.

“In 1967, young people were united in their opposition to the war and discovering the music that unified them. Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin were not pop idols. They were part of a movement, and we were all in it together.” Neil Young, 2007

In those days, San Francisco had a thriving music scene made up of artists for whom fame and fortune were not their highest priorities, unlike most of the aspiring musicians in Los Angeles. (Notable exceptions were the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield, Love, Canned Heat, and the Doors.) Many Bay Area musicians regarded the music business with suspicion, and having a hit record was viewed as a form of “selling out” to commercialism. Early in their career, the members of Quicksilver Messenger Service were not even much interested in performing anywhere outside California. There was a spirit of camaraderie and exploration among the nearly 300 bands that existed by the middle of 1969, chief among them Jefferson Airplane, the Grateful Dead, Big Brother & the Holding Company, Country Joe & the Fish, and Quicksilver Messenger Service, the latter most influenced by blues and jazz. “We weren’t your typical folk-rock band,” said guitarist/singer Gary Duncan. “We played blues, r’n’b, rock’n’roll…and yes, a few folk songs…We played really loud and we had a groove. If you wanted to dance, you could dance to us. The major difference between us, the Airplane and the Dead was that we had the best rhythm section in the city.” Unlike pop/rock bands, they each had a distinctive sound. The Airplane’s Grace Slick sounded nothing like Big Brother’s Janis Joplin. Lead guitarists Jorma Kaukonen (Airplane), Jerry Garcia (Dead), John Cipollina and Duncan (Quicksilver) were uniquely different in their approach and tone. Their concerts emphasized substance over style, relied on nothing more than a simple light show rather than props, lasers, and dancers to enhance what the music lacked—because the music lacked nothing. By contrast, many of today’s most popular “artists” are, in fact, not artists at all, merely marginally talented entertainers dependent on flashy costumes and elaborate special effects to compensate for unimaginative material. The real “stars” of their recordings are the producers and engineers who use a variety of digital tricks to make up for vapid music and insipid lyrics. (In 2003, Roger Davies, manager of Tina Turner and Joe Cocker, complained, “There seems to be a drought of great songs nowadays.” It goes on.) This, happily, is not true of all musicians working today, none of them eager to land on The Voice, American Idol or America’s Got Talent. Exceptional music is being made in the fields of blues and jazz, as well as what has come to be known as Americana, or roots music. Musicologist Nolan Gasser, in his massive study Why You Like It: The Science & Culture of Musical Taste, writes:

“A good part of what motivates the authenticity of rock music is its perennial drive back to ‘the roots’—the almost mythological purity of those raw and rebellious early days of rock and roll: reckless teens playing simple, hard-driving songs in an old, beat-up garage.”

The better contemporary artists are just that: authentic, blending all sorts of “earthy” sounds into a mix that emerges as timeless. And the same can be said of the San Francisco bands who left a lasting imprint on the last half of the Sixties, their occasional forays into psychedelic territory (some might say excess) now sounding less dated than the cold, soulless music of the 1980s. Even some Sixties albums that were disappointing at the time (Dr. Byrds & Mr. Hyde by the Byrds, The Soft Parade by the Doors, At Your Birthday Party by Steppenwolf) seem better in comparison to a lot of what was to come.

Not too many years ago, jazz trumpeter/composer Wynton Marsalis bravely but correctly said it was possible that all of the greatest jazz had already been created, that all that follows will be variations of what came before. It is a debatable opinion that can apply to any type of music, but as long as musicians continue to turn to such icons as Robert Johnson, Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith, Hank Williams, Miles Davis, Ray Charles, Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley, Bob Dylan, Muddy Waters, the Rolling Stones, and the Beatles—to name a dozen, but definitely not all, of the obvious examples—and not the likes of Britney Spears (whose music the late David Crosby accurately called “as deep as a birdbath”)—rewarding rock music will not fade away. To be accurate, the solo artists and bands that emerged throughout the late ‘60s/early ‘70s were inspired by the legendary originators of blues, jazz, folk, country, and rock ‘n’ roll dating all the way back to the 1920s and before. An abundance of what was done during the 1980s and after was based on what was created in the previous two decades; no doubt there are, for example, members of Generation X who, unless they have a knowledgeable older sibling or friend, believe that the blues was invented by Led Zeppelin and would not have a clue who Howlin’ Wolf or Willie Dixon were. Chalk that up to the birth of MTV and the homogenous nature of corporately-owned FM radio, which continues to this day. Long gone are the days when a pioneering San Francisco disc jockey by the name of Tom Donahue was free to play John Coltrane back-to-back with a ten-minute track by the Grateful Dead without some station owner in a three-piece suit ordering him to stick to a pre-approved/narrow-minded play list.

To date, Quicksilver Messenger Service, despite being one of the very few genuinely iconic San Francisco bands, has never been the subject of a complete account, or as nearly complete as is now possible, given that most of the original members are no longer with us. Until now, their story has been told in largely general terms, often mentioned only in passing in autobiographies, biographies, music-related books, and liner notes, a mere footnote in rock history. They were never nominated for a Grammy, never had a blockbuster single, and most likely will never be inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. (As for why the band never achieved the same acclaim as Jefferson Airplane or the Grateful Dead, bass/viola player David Freiberg told Relix magazine in 2023, “I don’t think we toured enough.”) But from 1968 to 1975 they recorded eight diverse, substantial, and generally underrated albums for Capitol Records that have stood the proverbial test of time, especially among their loyal following. Even their lesser efforts are generally more interesting in comparison to current sounds. And in addition to anthologies of varying sizes, there are no less than 20 live recordings available from independent labels, though some of the venues and dates are wrong and the sound quality is generally less than state-of-the-art. The power of the music, however, always burns through the audio murk, the inferior discs sounding best when heard on headphones.

Again, this book is certainly not an attempt to tell the full story of San Francisco—or even Quicksilver Messenger Service—in the years when music mattered because it was saying something worth hearing, exploring different sounds, experimenting with uncommon instruments. Nor am I concerned with the private lives of the members of Quicksilver apart from how personal issues affected their music. And a passion for their music is the primary reason for this book. What they contributed to popular culture is long overdue for reassessment and appreciation. The history of the band, however blurred and contradictory it is at times, is a saga well worth telling.
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