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			To the artists, musicians, radicals, writers, thinkers, activists, teachers, ministers, students, lawyers, journalists, and Deadheads who demonstrate what it means to live with purposeful joy. And to Woody.

		

	
		
			
				Nothing left to do but smile, smile, smile.

				—Robert Hunter and Jerry Garcia
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					Summer Solstice. Golden Gate Park, San Francisco, June 21, 1967.

				
			
			Jerry Garcia, spirit-center of The Grateful Dead, was onstage at Woodstock and Watkins Glen, the Carousel Ballroom in San Francisco, RFK Stadium in Washington, D.C., and Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen. He mingled with fans and fellows at the Acid Tests in 1965 and 1966, played through a lunar eclipse at the Great Pyramid of Giza in 1978, and delivered what would turn out to be a struggling, soulful final performance at Chicago’s Soldier Field in 1995.

			Garcia liked to say he knew the Dead had achieved something when the number of people in the audience began to exceed the number of those backstage, a marker put down somewhere in the first year or so of the Dead’s thirty-year run. By the time the Dead ended, which it did with Garcia’s death, the band had played more than twenty-three hundred ticketed shows, not to mention scores of benefits, appearances, and free afternoons in parks. Garcia and his other musical collaborations—the Jerry Garcia Band, the Jerry Garcia Acoustic Band, the New Riders of the Purple Sage, Legion of Mary, Old & In the Way, his duets with David Grisman—produced hundreds of additional performances. From 1965 to 1995, Garcia’s output was astonishing, obsessive, and, in the end, punishing. Time and again, music guided him away from tragedy—to safety, to community, to brilliance. It could not save him from himself, and it didn’t, but it supplied his life with mythic consequence.

			In December 1962, before there was even an idea of “the Grateful Dead,” Garcia attended the Berkeley Folk Music Festival. He planted himself in the front row, raptly attentive, as Sam Hinton, master of the diatonic harmonica, held forth. That was a lean, twenty-year-old Garcia, two years after his ejection from the Army, long before he had come to the attention of his neighbors, much less the larger culture. The Garcia of that moment—intelligent, focused, absorbing—persevered. He would grow portly, then fat; he would drift in and out of rehabs, fighting diabetes, drug addiction, and a dangerous fondness for fast food. He would gain admirers and lose friends, retreating into painful isolation. But first he would interpret the culture that he inherited and reimagine it, taking along thousands, then tens of thousands of appreciative followers, breaking ground into new realms of consciousness, often with the aid of drugs, and reaching back to bring along others. Outwardly cheerful and avuncular, privately unsure and often irresponsible, he was, for many, a guide to new vistas.

			Under Garcia’s tutelage, bluegrass, folk, and jug music would merge with psychedelics, jazz, country, blues, and rock ’n’ roll to produce the sound and band that were the Grateful Dead. Garcia was just one part of that band, but he was its essential ingredient, and its essence was connection. He played with others, bound up first with his bandmates, then with the larger communities of family, Deadheads, fans, the counterculture, and the culture at large.

			If the 1960s felt like a swirl—and they often did—they were cycling around the Dead. From its early days as the Warlocks, the band created its own cultural phenomenon, notably more enduring than the sources it brought together. “They are their own greatest influence,” Rolling Stone said of the Dead—and not in 1989 but in 1969, just four years after they began. That observation became only truer with time. The Dead’s performances evolved over their decades together, building on the elements that defined the band: the blending of genres, a determination to soar, formlessness atop form. It was difficult to pigeonhole—hardly what critics meant by “acid rock,” although that label was often applied to it. As Garcia pointed out, the songs themselves were often traditional and even old-fashioned. But when they were played under the influence of LSD, the results were distinctive—formlessness atop form.

			Over time, the structure of a Dead show came to mimic an acid trip, or, perhaps more evocatively, a mythic quest: tight and perceptive at first, then off on a wander through thunder and dissonance, emerging to a gasp of revelation, landing at home. There was a thread of fear, of the danger that comes from full embrace of imagination, walking a high wire, exposed to the elements. And it was, over and over, night after night, a gathering, a communing of spirit among fans and band, a shared responsibility for ecstasy. Joseph Campbell, the great student and teacher of myth, grasped the connection to the eternal when he attended a show in the mid-1980s. “What it turns on is life energy,” Campbell said later. “This is Dionysus talking through these kids.”

			As that comment suggests, a Dead show was more than a musical event. Accompanied by a traveling audience—stalwart Deadheads who would take in a string of concerts or even an entire tour—it was a circus, a ride on the rails of modern America. Each stop offered an immersion in values: integrity, creativity, humility, camaraderie, adventure, joy, love. These were the currency of the Dead, more than any solo or surprise inclusion in the night’s lineup. Music was at the core, yes, but the event catapulted beyond. “We’re in the transportation business,” drummer Mickey Hart observed. “We move minds.”

			That ability suggests connections to the eternal, to mysteries and verities. And the Dead’s relationship with their audience was also a matter of magic. As it happened, the Dead would find their way into the bloodstream of the culture at precisely the moment that the culture was prepared to receive it. It began, as so many things did in that era, in and around San Francisco.

			

			—

			Anger, drugs, rebellion, dread, hope, and above all a heartfelt quest for freedom in all its guises ignited in the San Francisco Bay Area in the early 1960s and swept outward from there—from the burning shore where Golden Gate Park dropped into the Pacific Ocean to the rest of America and beyond. In broad strokes, that movement became known as the counterculture, though that term suggests more cohesion than was obvious at ground level. It was sometimes gorgeous, often chaotic, riven with contradiction, bound only by imagination.

			The counterculture meant something very different to the Hells Angels, the Black Panthers, the Diggers, Weatherman, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. It was lived differently in the communes of Quarry Hill and Olema than in the Haight or the East Village. The Merry Pranksters and Timothy Leary each experimented with LSD, but not with the same goals or experience. The Pranksters found Leary cold and self-important; Leary considered the Pranksters, at least some of them, irresponsible, unserious, even ridiculous. Lou Reed despised the Grateful Dead; Reed, unsurprisingly, was received coolly when he came with the Velvet Underground to San Francisco.

			The thinkers of the movement were similarly diverse. They stretched from Huey Newton to Stewart Brand, from Jane Fonda to Theodore Roszak, from Tom Hayden to Peter Coyote, from Thomas Pynchon to Kurt Vonnegut. The counterculture attracted the cool appraisal of Joan Didion and the manic energy of Muhammad Ali. It bridged the wide gap between Herbert Marcuse and Hunter S. Thompson, and it traveled the short spaces between Miles Davis and Bob Dylan and Jerry Garcia.

			Those varied people did not speak with one voice. Some wrote manifestos, others poetry. Some shouted, others proclaimed more softly. Some demanded change and others lived it. But all imagined a closer connection to the earth, a more respectful community of humans, an aversion to war, a rejection of mercenary capitalism, and an appreciation of fun. They made their cases in speeches and novels and performances. They created an alternative way of living and set an example for others to follow.

			Longing united them. They sensed an absence, a conviction that society had gone terribly wrong and that it was time for something new—a life less rooted in reason, more accessible through vision, magic, perhaps faith. “The truth of the matter is: no society, not even our severely secularized technocracy, can ever dispense with mystery and magical ritual,” wrote Roszak, who coined the phrase “counter culture” six years after attending Garcia’s first wedding. “These are the very bonds of social life, the inarticulate assumptions and motivations that weave together the collective fabric of society and which require periodic collective affirmation.”

			Some marked the beginning of the movement and the era at the Human Be-In in San Francisco in 1967, though it had already been stirring before that. Some marked its end at Altamont in 1969, though it continued long after; indeed, it tickles our lives today. It seemed to some to spring from nowhere, a sudden eruption against the perceived repression of the 1950s into a full-fledged revolution of politics and culture. In another sense, however, it marked a stage in a progression—from Parisian bohemians to squares to Beats to Pranksters to hippies.

			The counterculture’s ambitions were as varied as its participants. Some sought the promise of sexual liberation or a way back to the land. Some practiced nonviolence, some built bombs in basements. The movement embraced technology—Deadheads were among the first to gather at the Well, a pioneering exercise in social media—and rejected it—nuclear weapons and nuclear power were among the movement’s most hated foes. The counterculture was memorialized in clenched fists and hugged trees, long hair, yoga poses, and flaming draft cards. It brought vivid evidence of the power of mass action, and sad proof of the limits of political change. It ended the Vietnam War but failed to produce a reconsideration of war itself.

			Today, the counterculture survives in immortal music, sparkling works of literature, lasting creations of art, and subtle changes in political consciousness. Happily left behind are short-lived skirmishes and regrettable episodes of recklessness—spiking punch with LSD, dangerous road trips, embarrassing moments of incoherence. It was not all good—some of it was downright awful. It left a mark.

			And at the center of it all, for better and for worse, was Jerry Garcia—open, imaginative, and magnetic, only to become tragically withdrawn. What did his life mean to the counterculture? And what does the counterculture mean for us today? Those are big questions, with complicated answers, worthy of consideration at a time when so many feel a loss of direction, when the country once again feels unmoored. Today, amid division and distraction, many wonder about the signs that were missed, the opportunities wasted, the gains achieved, the progress made, the lessons learned. It may not be too late. It is just possible that the counterculture may still suggest a path through the thicket, a twinkle in the darkness as we try to rediscover who we are and how we might be better.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Origins
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			Chapter 1

			“Utter Loss”
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					Jerry and Joe Garcia, shortly before Joe’s death by drowning. Northern California, August 1947.

				
			
			Jerry Garcia grew up in working-class San Francisco, and he grew up hard. The San Francisco of the 1940s is difficult to imagine today, viewed backward through the gauze of wealth and technology, but in those days, it was roughhewn, a city of labor and immigrants, of fishermen and shopkeepers. The city—no good San Franciscan would ever call it Frisco—radiated from its docks, where Fisherman’s Wharf teemed with actual fishermen, streaming out into the Pacific in the morning dark, trawling the abundant seas, and jostling for position as they returned to sell their day’s catch. The waterfront smelled of fish and salt air, rattled with the clatter of cleats and the thrumming of diesel engines, muffled by fog in the mornings, sharp and jangly in the clear afternoons.

			The city was bracketed by bridges. Gray and functional, the Bay Bridge connected San Francisco to Oakland and to the vast American landscape to the east. The Golden Gate, meanwhile, decoratively presented the city to the west. Built as much for beauty as for any transportation purpose, the Golden Gate Bridge was grace and aperture, an opening to all that lay beyond. Within the city, cable cars cut across town, turned by hand at each end. They ran from the elegant stores on Market Street to the rougher environs of the waterfront, picking up passengers as the cars climbed through the hilly neighborhoods of Victorians—“painted ladies,” as they later came to be called—and humble townhouses.

			Nearly a quarter of San Franciscans came from someplace else. Its neighborhoods included émigré enclaves from England, Germany, Spain, Portugal, Mexico, and Ireland. Italians were a cultural force in the city, and they clustered in North Beach—the DiMaggio family lived there and ran a fishing boat, though the boys sneaked off to play baseball and proved pretty good at it. The city’s many Chinese residents lived and labored in Chinatown, thought to be the largest Chinese community outside Asia. Tourists came from across the world for a peek into the Orient. The China Clipper restaurant offered eleven varieties of chop suey, most for under a dollar. A “preserved Dragon Egg” for dessert cost forty cents.

			Garcia spent his early years in the Excelsior District, a tidy but tough Italian and Irish neighborhood south of the city’s more picturesque environs, well off the path of tourists. The Garcia family lived in a tiny Mediterranean Revival home, living room above the garage, on Amazon Avenue, as nondescript as a San Francisco house could be. Jerry’s father, Jose, a native of Spain who emigrated to the United States as a teenager and completed just two years of high school, was a musician—clarinet and saxophone. He owned Joe Garcia’s, a bar on First Street in Rincon Hill at the base of the Bay Bridge, not far from the scene of the city’s epic clash between labor and power in 1934, when the General Strike shut down the port. The echoes of that day haunted San Francisco for a generation, well into the lives of Jose and Ruth Garcia’s burgeoning family.

			Joe Garcia’s catered to seamen. The bar had the hum of travel, the raucous energy of men eager to tie one on before setting out to sea. Ruth, who went by “Bobbie” and worked the bar, was eight years younger than her husband and had been a nurse prior to her marriage. Once married, she adapted her life to that of her husband. He was dexterous, a bit disorganized, handy with tools, and sporting. He was called Joe and made his living as a barkeep and proprietor of the family establishment. Long days and nights piled up into long years. A census taker in 1940 recorded that Joe had worked every one of the fifty-two weeks in the prior year, and that he had spent eighty-four hours at Joe Garcia’s the week prior to the collection of the census data.

			The Garcias’ marriage was filled with work and family and was, by surviving accounts, pleasant. Their first son, Clifford, was born in 1937, soon after the bar opened. Cliff would pick up the nickname Tiff from his younger brother, who struggled to pronounce “Cliff” as a baby. When Cliff was four, he got that younger brother, Jerome John Garcia, named for the composer Jerome Kern and known, first to his friends and then to a growing legion of admirers and fans, as Jerry. He was born on August 1, 1942, at Children’s Hospital in San Francisco.

			Although the bar supported the young family, it was not the life either of the Garcia parents had set out to make for themselves. Joe’s real love was music. He entertained at clubs and music halls in San Francisco in the 1930s, making a decent living as a musician and band leader. He fell back on the bar in 1937 after running afoul of the musicians’ union—he’d allowed members of his band to play for free, an infraction for which the union fined him. And in San Francisco, to have been censured by the union was a mark of ostracism. The experience soured Joe on professional music, and he instead used his savings, along with help from his in-laws and a business partner, to open Joe Garcia’s. Music remained as a family pastime but no longer as a living.

			The family was culturally Catholic, but hardly religious, “loose Catholics rather than devout Catholics,” as Jerry later put it. Tiff and Jerry attended mass weekly, toddling off to nearby Corpus Christi Church, Jerry a little overwhelmed by the solemnity of the ceremony and more impressed by the sound of Latin than by any theological insight. The brothers usually went on their own, shuttled off to church while their parents enjoyed the morning to themselves. Music made a deeper impression. Family dinners brought together the Garcias and Ruth’s family, the Cliffords, in boisterous, loud, sometimes fractious gatherings. The adults would shout and disagree and then retire to sing, often accompanied by Joe on clarinet or sax. Dinners typically concluded with children and adults gathered around the dining room table singing for hours before heading back to their respective homes.

			As a young boy, Jerry Garcia was quiet, a little impish. He smiles in early photos, diffident but engaging, with a distinctive sparkle in his eyes. He carried few memories of his very young life, though he did recall wearing out a record at his grandmother’s, almost compelled to keep playing it on her wind-up Victrola. And he remembered being tossed into a pool by a drunk man and rescued by his father, who then knocked the drunk out cold. Though fragments more than memories, they hint at the residue of Garcia’s childhood—his early obsessive behavior and his vulnerability, the relief of protection, though by a man who would not be there long to provide it.

			When Jerry was four, the Garcias were vacationing in Lompico, a remote section of redwood forest north of Santa Cruz, where they escaped the city to a primitive house without electricity or running water, jointly built and owned by the Garcias and Cliffords. One morning, Jerry and Cliff, who was eight, were chopping wood, Cliff handling the hatchet and little Jerry placing the wood to be chopped.

			“He was putting little pieces of twigs on the sawhorse,” Cliff recalled, “and I was chopping them in half, making kindling…. He’d put his finger in and take it away, put it in and take it away. That happened a dozen times. Finally, I nailed him.”

			The ax drove a deep cut into the middle finger of little Jerry’s right hand. Bobbie, the former nurse, jumped to the rescue, wrapping Jerry’s hand in a towel as they rushed to the hospital. But it was a long drive, and Jerry’s finger was badly injured. Efforts to reconnect it failed, and Jerry went home that night missing the end of his middle finger, severed just above the middle knuckle.

			The loss of a middle finger—and the surrounding pain and anxiety—would affect any young boy, and it did Jerry, who forgave his brother but forever bore the scar of their game gone wrong. And yet the loss of Jerry’s finger was dwarfed by the greater tragedy of his young life that took place the following summer. This time, the occasion was a fishing trip. Cliff was off with relatives in Lompico while Joe and Ruth took Jerry, who had just turned five, on a camping trip along the Trinity River in Six Rivers National Forest, a few hours north of San Francisco.

			The couple and their little boy arrived on Sunday, August 24, 1947. The next day, Joe went off to fish the Trinity River near where Willow Creek flowed into the larger stream. Ruth and Jerry set up camp nearby. As Joe fished the cool water on a cloudy afternoon, he slipped on a rock. He was sucked under by a strong current, perhaps dragged down by his waders as they filled with water. Witnesses saw him fall, but it took them fifteen minutes to extricate him from the Trinity. By then, Joe Garcia, forty-five years old, was dead.

			In later years, Jerry would remember having watched his father’s death, and some close to him believed the trauma of bearing witness to such a tragedy caused him lasting grief and confusion. Carolyn Garcia, the longest romantic partner of Jerry’s life and the mother of two of his daughters, attributed some of his later uncertainty, even his addiction to drugs, to the events of that August day. There is no denying or minimizing a boy’s loss of his father at such an age, but the pain that Jerry felt was almost certainly not the result of witnessing the event. Joe Garcia’s death was unusual enough to warrant modest coverage in the Northern California newspapers, and no mention is made of Jerry’s presence at the scene.

			Whether Jerry witnessed the drowning or not, his father’s death had a staggering impact on his youth. He soon effectively lost his mother, too, as she struggled to raise her two young boys by herself and ultimately turned them over to the care of her mother and father, their grandparents. The boys moved in with Bill and Tillie Clifford—and their pet parrot, Loretta, said to have been rescued from the smoldering ruins of the San Francisco earthquake and fire in 1906.

			The Cliffords lived in a two-story house on Harrington Street, just a few blocks from the Garcia home on Amazon Street. They were, in Garcia’s memory, “an odd couple. I mean, really odd.” Jerry called his grandfather Pop, but that’s as far as his affection went. Bill was quiet to the point of absence, an Irishman who “didn’t have the gift of gab.” Decades later, when Jerry Garcia jotted notes about his grandfather for a reflection on his own childhood, the memories strongly hinted at his anger. He referred to Bill Clifford as “dumb” and “So Dull.” Summing up their relationship, Garcia wrote, “He was like oh, jeez…”

			The opposite was true for Tillie. Beautiful, animated, political, tough, she was beloved by her grandsons. The room that Jerry and Cliff shared in their grandparents’ house featured a portrait of a ravishing young brunette, hair pulled back, eyes blazing. Although Jerry never asked his grandmother about the picture, he believed it to be of her as a young woman. They called her Nan.

			She was, Garcia wrote, “the super star of the family.” Cantankerous and lively, she served as the elected secretary-treasurer of the local laundry workers union, and she was recognized wherever she went—in part because she was always decked out in public, sporting eye-catching hats and bright dresses. Tagging along, little Jerry would wait impatiently as she greeted friends and constituents. His memories of this time blended annoyance and admiration in a mixture that any child of a politician would recognize.

			Bill and Nan’s relationship was marked by a casual disregard for conventional marital mores. Nan had a boyfriend, and Bill accepted it. When she would travel on union business, it was not with Bill. He would stay home, puttering around the house, working with his tools, making improvements, while his wife and her boyfriend went about their affair. It was no secret, not even to her grandsons. Cliff knew his grandmother’s boyfriend for more than twenty years.

			By the time Cliff and Jerry came to live with them, Bill seemed to have been resigned to his wife’s dalliance, but it had not always been so. One night in the spring of 1916, Tillie came home late, and Bill erupted. He was charged with beating Tillie and, when he appeared in court, was described as “contrite,” explaining that he had waited up for his wife, growing more and more angry, and that he struck her when she finally returned home. The judge, Matt Brady, sympathized with Bill, but Tillie was having none of it: “You will run for office again,” she told Judge Brady. “I shall see to it that you don’t get some votes.” For that, Brady threw her in jail, but then he relented, letting both Bill and Tillie go free after they had cooled off. Tillie was not done with it. She sued for divorce, charging her husband with cruelty. The episode passed, and Bill and Tillie patched things up. Their unconventional union survived, its differences long settled into silences by the time their grandsons came to live with them.

			Jerry and Cliff would spend five years under their grandparents’ roof. For most of that time, Jerry went to Monroe Elementary School, about six blocks from his grandparents’ house. A third grade teacher, Miss Simon, encouraged his art, and he toyed a bit with a banjo. His mother remained present in his life, though day-to-day responsibility for raising him and his brother rested with Nan and, to a lesser degree, Bill.

			The years with the Cliffords were alternately exciting and frightening, and though Garcia spoke of them lovingly later in life, they contained hardships as well. Jerry’s health suffered. He developed asthma and spent long hours at home, taking up drawing. He loved comic books and television—Bill and Tillie had one of the first TVs in their neighborhood—and scary stories that extended to movies, with matinees on Market Street a special treat. For the rest of his life, he would recall seeing Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein, cowering in his seat at the scenes of the monster coming to life. Garcia had experienced real pain (the loss of a finger) and real fear (the sudden death of his father). Movie fright touched those nerves. He was shot through with energy and emotion, and his first consciously artistic experiences were visual.

			Meanwhile, the larger canvas of his childhood was fragmentary, draped with uncertainty. The little boy who remembered his father pulling him from the pool as a toddler could no longer turn to Joe for safety or consolation. He recalled the mysteries of Catholic mass, along with early encounters with girls who would corner him in the neighborhood, force him to pull down his pants, and laugh at him. Struggle and humiliation, loneliness and mystery, all contributed to shaping his young life. He did not complain, at least once he was through it, but others sensed his confusion. His childhood, said Sara Ruppenthal, his first wife, was one of “loss. Utter loss.”

			But he had a sparkle. He asked questions, quietly probed. He took in images, heard the music in sound. Many years later, when Garcia was dead and his surviving friend and writing partner, Robert Hunter, was asked to sum up Garcia in a word, he started with “dead,” then gave the matter more thought. “Inquisitive,” he said. That was true from Garcia’s first days to his last.

			

			—

			In 1953, when Jerry was in grade school and Cliff in high school, their mother married a merchant mariner named Wally Matusiewicz. It was the chance for a new start, and Ruth took it seriously. She gathered up her boys from her mother and moved them out. Cliff and Jerry left everything behind. “She just wanted to start over,” Cliff recalled. “A new life.” The family moved to Menlo Park, a suburban town south of San Francisco that is now in the heart of Silicon Valley but then was a bedroom community for the city and a convenient middle-class neighborhood for professors and others associated with nearby Stanford University.

			Attractive as the idea of starting over must have seemed to Ruth, it was yet another disruption for her sons. Cliff resented having to change high schools. Jerry lost the most loving figure of his youth, his glamorous, eccentric, and caring grandmother. Each of the boys acted out. Their stepfather tried without much success to discipline them, but since he was a sailor, he was often away. He tried to enlist Jerry in more physical labor, but Jerry passively resisted, sloughing off his stepfather’s efforts. Cliff turned sixteen and secured a driver’s license; he and Jerry would snag the family car and run up to San Francisco to be with old friends there.

			Jerry scuffled around the edges of school. His more insightful teachers recognized his intelligence—upon entering middle school, Jerry was enrolled in the “fast learner” program at Menlo Oaks—and some saw potential in his art as well. But he was bored and distracted, and it showed. He was held back in the eighth grade while Cliff plodded through high school. And then Cliff jumped at the chance to be gone for good: After graduating from high school in the summer of 1956, he left home to join the Marine Corps. Jerry was alone.

			While Cliff settled into life as a Marine, Ruth and Wally gave up on the Peninsula and moved themselves and Jerry back to San Francisco, plunging him once again into uncertain company—rough kids at Denman Junior High School and then rougher at Balboa High School. Jerry would later describe those as “razor-toting schools,” inhabited by little gangsters patrolling their turf; Garcia, clean-cut and new, skirted the edges of that culture. And then, a break: He enrolled at the California School of Fine Arts (later the San Francisco Art Institute), first in a summer program and later for school-year classes at night. Unlike his normal studies, that made a difference. Garcia suddenly was amid beatniks.

			

			—

			Garcia’s time at the School of Fine Arts placed him inside an artistic awakening. His first artistic voice would be that of the Beats.

			It is worth taking a moment, then, to consider this cultural movement, one that would fuse the cultures of New York and San Francisco in midcentury America and that would alter the way many Americans approached literature, the visual arts, and music. It was, in a sense, the beginning of all that followed. It began in New York with a group of vagabonds and artists who found their way to one another and bonded over a blend of art and hardship, much of it self-imposed.

			They arrived separately in New York. Herbert Huncke, slight, shifty, and fast-talking, was born in Massachusetts and discovered himself when he hitchhiked to New York in 1939 and settled into Times Square, a small-time street dealer and hustler with enough literary ambition to capitalize on his friendships and parlay a life of street prostitution into a literary adventure. Jack Kerouac, a Catholic French Canadian raised in Lowell, Massachusetts, came to New York in 1939, first to attend Horace Mann School and then to enter Columbia, where he played football until he was injured, then sneaked away to join the Merchant Marine. He returned to New York restless and searching. William S. Burroughs, raised Protestant in a wealthy St. Louis family, began visiting New York while studying at Harvard; he briefly served in the Army following Pearl Harbor but was allowed to leave after his father pleaded that his son’s mental instability rendered him unfit for service. He made his way to New York in 1943. Lucien Carr, dashing, handsome, and two years younger than Kerouac, came to Columbia after Kerouac’s departure and spent his time adhering himself to Lionel Trilling and attempting to craft a literary vision that borrowed from transcendentalism and amoral self-expression. Allen Ginsberg, a year younger than Carr, Jewish, son of Marxists, raised in New Jersey, was engaged from a young age in the troubles of the world. He published his first poem at age eleven and went on to study with Trilling. Huncke, Kerouac, Burroughs, Carr, and Ginsberg bonded in New York City, sharing drinks, nights, and close, grubby quarters.

			One of Kerouac’s contributions to his generation was unintended, for it was Kerouac who invented the phrase “the Beat generation.” Despite the later associations with that phrase, Kerouac did not mean it to suggest a musical beat or anything so lighthearted. Kerouac’s “Beats” were a beaten-down cohort of young people struggling to contest the conformity and dread of 1950s America, “down and out but full of intense conviction.” A New York Times Magazine piece in 1952 credited Kerouac with the coinage and elaborated on the sense of being “beat,” noting that it referred to “the feeling of having been used, of being raw…. In short, it means being undramatically pushed up against the wall of oneself. A man is beat whenever he goes for broke and wagers the sum of his resources on a single number: and the young generation has done that continually from early youth.”

			That original meaning, with all its weathered foreboding, quickly slipped into a lighter vernacular, derisive and superficial. “The Beat Generation” became “Beatniks” in the hands of the San Francisco newspaper columnist Herb Caen. In his version, “beat” went from meaning “beaten down” to something more like “keeping on the beat.” Serious artists now were seen as wannabes, noticeable in their berets and goatees, guzzling red wine and snapping their fingers in lieu of applause. Kerouac, the godfather of the Beats, was repelled by the Beatniks—and even more by their cultural descendants, the hippies. As Lawrence Ferlinghetti observed: “Jack has nothing to do with Beat or beatnik except in the minds of thousands who read On the Road thinking he’s some sort of crazy wild rebel whereas really he’s just a ‘home boy’ from little ol’ Lowell and certainly no rebel.”

			By the early 1950s, Kerouac had been jailed and married and had had one associate murder another. His first novel had been published, but years went by as he struggled to find a publisher willing to take his second. His words had been twisted and his identity as a “Beat” had moved from something serious to something close to laughable. Lost and lonely, he did what so many Americans in similar situations had always done: He moved west.

			

			—

			It was natural that Kerouac would be drawn to San Francisco. As long as there had been a San Francisco, it had been a place of rowdy freedom, artistic and personal. Hub of the Gold Rush, inhabited by dockworkers, socialists, and activists, it was the home of the Bohemian Club, of Harry Bridges and the 1934 General Strike. In its early years, San Francisco had more prostitutes than housewives, more bars than churches, and though it had grown up by the 1950s, it retained its teenage pugnacity. It wasn’t for everybody, but those who loved it loved it deeply. Kenneth Rexroth, its reigning poet, called it “one of the easiest cities in the world to live in.” Contrasting San Francisco’s Mediterranean feel with New Orleans’s fake version of the same, complaining that a week in New York left him desperate for a doctor, that Seattle made him nervous, and that he felt he needed a passport just to travel to Berkeley or Oakland, Rexroth concluded that “if I couldn’t live here I would leave the United States for someplace like Aix en Provence.”

			The city had been a temporary home to Kerouac before, and it figures in his travels in On the Road. This time, however, his return was followed by that of Ginsberg, who arrived in 1954 and brought with him a letter of introduction from William Carlos Williams. He presented it to Rexroth, and in that moment, the Beats were formally introduced to the San Francisco Renaissance.

			As with the Beats, the Renaissance was loosely defined and yet recognizably a thing. Leading figures included writers and visual artists, including Michael McClure, Philip Whalen, Wally Hedrick, Lew Welch, and Lenore Kandel. Ferlinghetti and Peter Martin were doubly influential, as writers and as founders of City Lights Bookstore (also known as City Lights Booksellers), which opened in 1953 on a wedge-shaped chunk of land in North Beach and added a publishing arm in 1955. Built on the ruins of a building destroyed in the 1906 earthquake, the store proclaimed itself a “literary meetingplace” and invited the city’s literary community inside. They came. The Renaissance artists were in some ways different from the Beats who now joined them: Kerouac and Ginsberg found subjects in the urban underbelly—car thieves, prostitutes, bums—while the Renaissance group drew more sustenance from naturalism, the environment, and Eastern philosophy. But they found common ground in their alienation from the consensus moderates of the American 1950s. They jointly questioned form and structure in writing, painting, and music.

			Ginsberg’s arrival reunited him with Kerouac and provided the union of the Beats and the Renaissance with the spark that lit the chain reaction. Two cultures, East and West, bonded with the force of fusion. The specific moment of ignition, the night when the Beats and the San Francisco Renaissance combined their intensities and visions, occurred on October 7, 1955. The event took place at Six Gallery in North Beach. Kerouac was present but declined to read, instead serving wine in jugs. Ferlinghetti, Whalen, Gary Snyder, and McClure all were present. Snyder read from “The Berry Feast.” The twenty-two-year-old McClure, reading in public for the first time, declaimed on animism, his developing notion of a unity of humanity and nature. The audience was rowdy and spellbound, “piffed” by California burgundy.

			The highlight was Ginsberg’s reading of his new poem, “Howl.” Its opening lines proclaimed the arrival of the young and the pain of that birth:

			
				I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked,

				dragging themselves through the negro streets at dawn looking for an angry fix,

				angelheaded hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection to the starry dynamo in the machinery of night…

			

			As Ginsberg moved to the poem’s more energetic passages, he sped up, young and wild-haired, eyes flashing and voice rising. He was a little drunk, and he gestured wildly, “arms outspread,” chanting incantations to “Moloch,” wailing of sobbing boys and weeping men, failed governments and war. The crowd chanted “Go, go, go!”

			“It was,” Kerouac recalled, “a mad night.”

			Luther Nichols of the San Francisco Examiner pronounced “Howl” a “poetic thunderbolt” and considered Ginsberg and Kerouac the preeminent young writers of the moment. Ferlinghetti agreed. He wrote Ginsberg the day after the Six Gallery reading, asking to publish the poem and referencing Emerson’s historic overture to Whitman: “I greet you at the beginning of a great career.”

			McClure, on the other hand, initially thought the poem was “terrible,” though he eventually came to see its power and regarded it as the moment when “we had gone beyond a point of no return.” Trilling, mentor to both Ginsberg and Ferlinghetti (and Carr), told Ginsberg he thought the work was “dull.” Other critics found it less dull than simply offensive. John Hollander called it the “ravings of a lunatic fiend.” And John Ciardi extended his critique beyond Ginsberg to the larger group of writers he represented, labeling them all “not only juvenile but certainly related to juvenile delinquency through a common ancestry whose name is Disgust…little more than unwashed eccentricity.”

			Howl and Other Poems, the tiny paperback containing “Howl,” “America,” and “Sunflower Sutra,” was copied by Ginsberg on mimeograph paper and then published by City Lights the following spring. From that point on, the book, with its recognizable black-and-white cover and its introduction by William Carlos Williams, would become a staple of every dorm room and coffee shop of the American art scene. One’s opinion of the poems, and of Ginsberg more generally, would come to signal one’s generational and artistic allegiances. It separated the Ferlinghettis from the Trillings.

			A year after “Howl” came On the Road. It tells the story of Sal Paradise (Kerouac) and Dean Moriarty, who was modeled on Neal Cassady, soon to become a figure in his own right, through five sections chronicling trips across and around the United States and Mexico—San Francisco, Los Angeles, Denver, and Texas all feature prominently. They move relentlessly, if not exactly aimlessly, drifting through drinking and sex and drugs, sometimes through flights of ebullience and other times in nearly wretched despair. It is a story of friendship tested by circumstance, guided by the mesmerizing and perplexing person of Moriarty and observed by his friend, the wryly named Paradise. Released by Viking in September 1957, the book benefited from one of literary history’s luckiest breaks. The regular book reviewer for the daily editions of The New York Times was on vacation, and another reviewer passed on the book, letting it fall instead to young Gilbert Millstein, who had already shown interest in the Beats. Millstein’s review announced On the Road as a major contribution to American letters, “an authentic work of art.” “There are sections of ‘On the Road’ in which the writing is of a beauty that is almost breathtaking,” Millstein concluded. “ ‘On the Road’ is a major novel.”

			With such a rave in the nation’s paper of record, others could not ignore On the Road. Plenty of critics hated it. The Times’s regular critic was outraged when he read it, and the Times published a second, less glowing review a few days later. But Millstein’s review—the result of exactly the kind of serendipity that book celebrated—meant that Kerouac’s work would matter.

			Kerouac’s contributions to literature were mixed. The mythology of On the Road is that it was entirely a work of improvisation, written on a scroll in three weeks, fueled by Benzedrine, a work of “spontaneous prose,” as Kerouac himself described it. That made a deep impression—Garcia was among those smitten by the book’s seeming spontaneity—but it was largely fabricated. Kerouac labored over drafts and spent years refining the novel as he searched for an agent to represent him and a publisher willing to produce the book. The Dadaist myth that it grew out of a single binge encouraged a great deal of bad writing by those who failed to recognize the discipline and practice that created it.

			Glorified and vilified for its excesses, the novel is stronger, sadder, and more grounded than is often recognized. On the Road widened the lens and expanded the range of American literature, no small feat. But its emphasis on tone and speed caused many to overlook its bleaker conclusions. The novel ends with Moriarty, homeless and reduced to a whisper on the streets of New York City, denied even a ride uptown in the narrator’s Cadillac. Never mind. Excited readers seized on the novel’s more rambunctious passages and its hell-bent commitment to movement, no matter the cost. Readers took to the road.

			The book spoke most powerfully to those already engaged in Kerouac’s project—the challenging of form, the expression of rage and bewilderment, the determination to live authentically. One group of San Francisco writers and artists who were experimenting with the same ideas formed a natural audience, and they took to it. And one of those was Wally Hedrick. After attending Pasadena Junior College near Los Angeles, Hedrick had migrated to San Francisco to take a position with the California School of Fine Arts, once home to Mark Rothko, Richard Diebenkorn, and Dorothea Lange. Hedrick was a painter who loved both the work and process. “It is in the act of painting that I find my keenest sense of self and of ‘being,’ ” he wrote in 1956.

			Two years later, he met a new student, a teenager with some talent as a visual artist and a burning sense that there was something more for him. Hedrick recognized something in the boy and gave him a copy of On the Road. “It became so much a part of me that it’s hard to measure,” Garcia said many years later. “I don’t know if I would ever have had the courage or the vision to do something outside with my life—or even suspected the possibilities existed—if it weren’t for Kerouac opening those doors.”

			The national reaction to On the Road helped draw attention to the literary stirrings in San Francisco, both because San Francisco figures in the story and because Kerouac was by then associated with the city (nothing helped validate West Coast culture in those days like its adoption by a New Yorker). The Evergreen Review, a new publication of Grove Press based in New York, devoted its second volume to “The San Francisco Scene.” The issue, released in the spring of 1957, included “Howl,” along with works by Kerouac, Snyder, McClure, Ferlinghetti, Henry Miller, Robert Duncan, and more, a blend of famed bylines and new talents that helped introduce the scene to those outside it, particularly in New York.

			The issue captured a writing culture that was intellectually diverse and whose subjects reflected varied experiences while also conveying a shared set of literary understandings. Many wrote about San Francisco itself, finding within the city outlets for exploring naturalism, drugs, and music. Others considered the terrain beyond: the struggles of the priesthood, the tension of sexual energy, encounters with a dog. The pieces featured in the review included many poems—Snyder’s “The Berry Feast,” which he had read at Six Gallery, was a standout—as well as an essay by Miller and a column by Ralph Gleason, already the preeminent music critic of the region and on his way to being a formative figure in the cultural life of modern America. Gleason’s piece sketched the state of the jazz scene in San Francisco and concluded: “The jazz fan, local or visiting, can find whatever type of jazz makes his pulse beat faster, intrigues his brain or merely causes his feet to tap. It’s all here.”

			Struck suddenly by the possibilities, Garcia turned, not setting out deliberately on a firm path so much as giving himself up to it, a different kind of embrace and one that he would come to employ across all aspects of his life. These were days of enlightenment without organization, the idea of an artist dawning before the rigor of an artistic commitment had set in. It was more of a spark than a thunderbolt, but an idea flickered: Why not a life in art?

			Under Hedrick’s tutelage, Garcia was drawn to representational work rather than abstract expressionism, then in vogue at the school. He would continue to sketch and draw for the rest of his life, filling notebooks with figures and faces, birds, trees, landscapes. Hedrick inspired him in other ways, too: Although a visual artist by calling, Hedrick was also a banjo player, and one day he brought a record of Big Bill Broonzy to play for his class. “That’s when I decided,” Garcia said later, “I definitely do want a guitar.”

			He pleaded with his mom to get one for his birthday, badgering her relentlessly as the day drew close. Instead, for his fifteenth birthday, August 1, 1957, Bobbie gave Jerry an accordion. He was devastated—rare is the teenager dying to learn the accordion—and he let her know it. “I went nuts—‘Aggghhh, no, no, no!,’ ” Garcia remembered. “I railed and raved, and she finally turned it in, and I got a pawnshop electric guitar and an amplifier. I was just beside myself with joy. I started banging away on it without having the slightest idea of…anything.”

			Knowing nothing had its advantages. Wally, Jerry’s stepfather, tried to tune the instrument—a “good old Danelectro,” Garcia fondly recalled many years and even more guitars later—but instead created an open tuning that forced Jerry to listen and allowed him to experiment. Jerry and Cliff had gathered up 45s and 78s from their parents’ bar, and those records now became a source of learning. It started with Bill Haley, Dean Martin, popular tunes picked out through the stack of remainders. Then came Jimmy Reed, Gene Vincent, Bo Diddley, and especially Chuck Berry. Garcia focused on Berry, trying to follow his leads note by note, plunking away on his new instrument, teaching himself. Freddie King, a blues guitar player of the early 1960s, would later join Berry as a powerful influence, helping Garcia mold a specific style.

			And then, at just the moment that Jerry Garcia was noodling with his new electric guitar, he discovered marijuana. It was floating around the jazz and art scenes in San Francisco. Sometime in the summer of 1957, Jerry and his friend Laird Grant managed to get their hands on two joints, and they cut out one weekend morning to the hills of San Francisco, getting high and laughing all the way. “It was just what I wanted,” Jerry said. Eager for more, they bought marijuana joints for fifty cents apiece—“skinny pinners,” as they were called. The two also happily swallowed handfuls of colorful pills without knowing what they were. Cliff came home from the Marines, and he, too, had discovered weed. Loneliness, dislocation, and boredom now had a new companion: fun.

			The last years of the 1950s both literally and symbolically represented the end of Jerry’s youth, and he spent them bouncing around Northern California. There were a few trappings of a conventional childhood: He joined the Boy Scouts and earned three merit badges—knot tying, compass reading, and lifesaving—hardly the work of an Eagle Scout, but an effort. He mowed lawns for spending money; one client was Y. A. Tittle, the great quarterback for the San Francisco 49ers. But most of Garcia’s time in those days was devoted to smoking pot, popping pills, playing guitar, and making art. One Halloween, Grant and Garcia hopped a streetcar to North Beach and joined with other teenagers playing around, dodging cable cars. They ended up outside the School of Fine Arts just as a limo arrived. A woman stepped out in a long fur coat. She dropped the coat and stepped away, stark naked except for a raisin in her navel. One of the school’s models, she had come to the costume party “dressed” as a cookie. It’s easy to see how a couple of teenage boys would be attentive.

			By the end of 1958, Garcia’s behavior was careening out of his mother’s control, from delinquency to worse, and she tried again to corral him—“a last attempt to pull me out of the trip,” as Garcia recalled it. As she had been a largely absent parent during his childhood, her bag of tricks was limited, and she turned to the method she had tried before. She moved—this time to the town of Cazadero, north of San Francisco, hoping that isolation would change Jerry’s behavior. The house was inviting—big windows opening onto the dark redwoods of Northern California—and Jerry tried to appreciate his latest change of circumstance. He did his best to find new friends, and he succeeded in one sense: It was in Cazadero that he joined his first band. They called themselves the Chords and played a couple of times, including for a high school dance. They even cut a demo, according to Jerry. It wasn’t much, just kids playing around, easy-listening tunes, but it was fun. Still, Garcia resented the move and strained at his mother’s yoke.

			Ruth had once again underestimated Jerry’s drive to resist and his ingenuity when it came to escape. Rather than enjoy the seclusion of the forests or settle in seriously with the Chords, he routinely “borrowed” his mom’s car (without permission) to visit San Francisco and his old haunts and friends. He crashed for a while at Laird Grant’s parents’ home in Redwood City—Grant fixed up a chicken coop, and Garcia slept in that. Ruth wanted Jerry to finish high school but had lost any leverage over him.

			“It was the time to leave it all,” he said a decade later. “I wanted to just be some place completely different. Home wasn’t working out really for me and school was ridiculous…I had to do something. At that time the only really available alternative was to join the Army, so I did that.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Slingshot
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					Robert Hunter, Dave Nelson, and Garcia (at right) play at the reception following Garcia’s wedding to Sara Ruppenthal. Theodore Roszak and his daughter look on. Palo Alto, April 27, 1963.
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					Sara and Jerry walk down the aisle.

				
			
			On February 3, 1960, Ruth gave her permission for Jerry, then still just seventeen years old, to join the United States Army. He was relieved to be leaving home, but he left angry, too, irritated at his mother’s attempts to contain him and eager to be done with her and his old life.

			His enlistment was finalized on April 12, committing him to three years of service. His enlistment papers record him at that moment: Jerome John Garcia was five feet eleven inches tall; weighed 170 pounds; had black hair and brown eyes; was missing part of the middle finger of his right hand; was a high school dropout with no criminal convictions. He denied membership in the Communist Party and a host of other subversive organizations. He was accepted into the Army. It is probably safe to say that few new recruits were ever less suited to the job.

			Garcia was sent to Fort Ord in Monterey, California, for basic training, and he completed it. He graduated from a Basic Missileman Qualification Course and was awarded a certificate to prove it. He qualified on the range as a sharpshooter. Beyond that, his service was marked mostly by demerits and by the quick realization—shared by Garcia and his military bosses—that he did not belong there.

			After completing basic training, Garcia was assigned to Fort Winfield Scott in the Presidio, next to the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco. He asked for training in electronics but was assigned to the motor pool. He grabbed at every opportunity to avoid duty, preferring to sneak off and practice on a guitar he’d smuggled onto the base. His personal billeting area within his barracks was unkempt, as was his personal grooming. And he took advantage of being close to home, slipping off the base to meet up with friends—in other words, going AWOL. On October 5, he was charged with willfully disobeying a superior and was confined to the base through October 19. Liberated from that punishment, he went AWOL five days later. Another fourteen-day punishment followed, as did another offense, this time on November 27. His superiors tried harder to get his attention: In addition to confinement, Garcia was fined $50 and given thirty days’ hard labor, along with being busted from private back to recruit.

			Captain John Downey met with Garcia in November to “determine whether he could be persuaded to make an effort.” The answer was, simply, no. “He had no desire to improve himself as a soldier,” Downey wrote. An Army psychiatric specialist weighed in, concluding that while Garcia was pleasant enough and had the capacity to make sound judgments, he also suffered from a “basic character behavior disorder of lifelong duration” and that no amount of counseling or persuasion would alter it.

			In December, Downey threw in the towel. “I have found Garcia to be unreliable, irresponsible, immature, unwilling to accept authority, and completely lacking in soldierly qualities,” he wrote. “Garcia’s only interest appears to be getting out of the Army.” No one agreed more heartily than Garcia, who waived his right to have his case reviewed and readily accepted his discharge. On December 12, he packed his things and left, to the mutual relief of himself and the United States Army.

			He went to Palo Alto. Garcia had not spoken to his mother since joining the Army, and he was out of touch with Cliff, too. So when Garcia was discharged, all he had was mustering-out pay and a beat-up car, which he bought from an Army cook on his way out. Garcia drove it down the Peninsula, where it promptly died. He parked it and turned it into a place to live. Garcia had no job, no degree, and no real skills—there wasn’t much work for a “missleman” in civilian life.

			Fortunately for him, Palo Alto in those days was an easy place for a drifting young man to survive. With its magnolia-lined streets and ample parks, bike lanes, and libraries, Palo Alto was a quiet suburban town, but its proximity to Stanford gave it an air of sophistication as well. The local Peace Center was a gathering place for liberals and radicals, and Garcia could often pick up a meal from folks who gathered there. Meanwhile, a ramshackle building just off the Stanford campus known as the Chateau functioned as a cross between a commune and a flophouse. The three-storied Victorian on the edge of the Stanford golf course was a rambling hovel of dark and disheveled rooms. Every space was taken as young people rotated through, nabbing a bed, sleeping on the floor, camping in an outbuilding. It smelled of damp coffee grounds and stale wine. Music wafted from room to room. Garcia would eventually move in, but even before that, it was a place to be.

			Afternoons were often whiled away at nearby Kepler’s. Combination bookseller and meeting place, Kepler’s allowed patrons to sit, talk, and play music as they browsed the cluttered metal stacks that ran the length and width of the building. Jerry settled in with an acoustic guitar, probably a cheap model lent or given him by a friend, attracting his first notices as a musical talent. He had an intense ability to concentrate—on his music when that was his focus, or on others when he was engaged in conversation. In the evenings, the Kepler’s crowd often drifted over to St. Michael’s Alley, a coffeehouse founded in 1959 and said to be the first of its type on the Peninsula. It did not serve liquor, so teenagers were welcome, and it became the gathering place for a generation of Beats and, later, hippies. Together, Kepler’s and St. Michael’s Alley anchored a community of young people who were busy finding themselves.

			“When life looks like Easy Street,” the Dead would sing years later, “there is danger at your door.” It was late on the night of February 20, 1961. Garcia and friends had been partying at the Chateau, and a few of them piled into a Studebaker Golden Hawk after midnight. Lee Adams drove. At twenty-six, he was the house manager of the Chateau, the oldest of the group and the owner of the car. Garcia was in the passenger seat. In the back were a trio of friends, Jack Royerton, Alan Trist, and Paul Speegle. They raced through the quiet streets of Palo Alto, whipping by the Veterans Administration hospital on Junipero Serra Boulevard on their way to Speegle’s mother’s house in Los Altos Hills. Speeding along at perhaps 100 mph, Adams missed the turn at Fremont Avenue, lost control of the car, and crashed through a fence, flipping twice. Young men were scattered across pavement and an empty field.

			Garcia was thrown so violently through the windshield that he was separated from his shoes. He landed hard and staggered away from the accident. He made his way back to the VA hospital, which did not have an emergency room. Finding a pay phone, he called for help.

			Adams and three of his passengers suffered significant injuries. Royerton had a broken arm and a concussion; Garcia sustained a broken collarbone and head injuries serious enough to erase his memory of the accident. Trist had a fractured spine. Adams’s abdomen was badly bruised. Only Speegle stayed with the car, and only Speegle died. His last words, uttered just before the car careened out of control, were “Wow, this is really beautiful.”

			It was just days before the young man was to turn seventeen, and his death on that early morning ended the life of a promising artist. Speegle, whose father, Paul Speegle, was the drama editor for The San Francisco News–Call Bulletin, was a gifted, hardworking teenager, earning money at the Stanford Law Library while developing as a painter, then at work on a dramatic series of oil paintings called “The Blind Prophet.” Speegle also worked as an actor as part of the Teen Players at the Palo Alto Community Center and at the Comedia Theater in Menlo Park, and he played up his theatricality, dressing in “semi-Edwardian finery.” His close circle of friends included Elaine Pagels, then taking the first steps of what would be her brilliant career as a writer and religious scholar. Although still a junior at stuffy Menlo-Atherton High School, Speegle was wise enough and interesting enough to be welcomed at the Chateau—fatefully, as it turned out.

			The accident tore through Garcia’s little community. Speegle’s bright presence was extinguished, and the others in the car that night first had to recover from physical injuries and then from the trauma and guilt of having survived the crash. Close companions would recall Garcia’s talking about that night for years afterward. It was at the same time a focusing moment. Garcia suddenly confronted the aimlessness of his life, which had spread through his years like a virus in the wake of his father’s death—the wreckage of his family, his failure to graduate from high school, his failure as a soldier, his homelessness, his poverty, his uncertainty about adulthood. Shaken by the death of his friend, Garcia realized “I was idling.”

			The crash changed him. He slimmed down and grew a goatee. He looked, one friend recalled, “like Claude Debussy.” He acquired an air of seriousness.

			“That’s where my life began,” Garcia recalled. “That was the slingshot.”

			

			—

			Garcia was recovering from the accident—his arm still in a sling—when a friend invited him to go hiking one afternoon. He accepted, and she then asked whether she could invite another companion, a fifteen-year-old high school student named Barbara Meier. Garcia took one look at Meier, who went by the name of Brigid, and agreed. “Oh,” he said, “tell her I love her.” Meier, the daughter of literary parents and a young model already working for Joseph Magnin in San Francisco, was equally smitten, drawn by Garcia’s dark hair and beard and his distinctly rebellious vibe. She was pining to be liberated from the confining straightness of her high school in Menlo Park, where she had been a year behind Speegle. Garcia, still just eighteen years old but with a stint in the Army behind him, the injuries from an accident still evident, and fired by a suddenly burning sense of purpose, seemed just the antidote.

			At first their relationship was protective. Garcia and his friends were a few years older, and they took care of Meier. She always seemed to be arriving at parties just as the drugs or the booze ran out. But she was pretty and precocious, and the two struck up a sexually charged friendship that ripened into something more.

			

			—

			Propelled by the accident, infatuated with a pretty young girl, Garcia’s primordial life now began to take shape. The next few years, at least in retrospect, had the feel of gathering up ideas and experiences. At the same time, these years exposed the holes in Garcia’s upbringing—deprived of the security of family as a child, he struggled to create a family of his own. More broadly, this period witnessed the flourishing of tensions and contradictions that would define Garcia: the quiet craving for community against the joyful lust for freedom, the willingness to experiment along with the appreciation of structure, the embrace of classic form beneath the compulsion to improvise. It was a period of freedom and growth.

			He turned to music with epiphanic intensity in the weeks and months after the crash. Even with his shoulder still braced in a sling, and equipped now with an acoustic guitar that Brigid had given him, Garcia’s practicing became constant, almost obsessive. He played at the Chateau, in his broken-down car, in music shops, at Kepler’s
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